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Abstract  
This research focuses on the difficulties highly qualified African female migrants face when 
entering the labour market after arriving in Australia. The majority of the participants in this 
study have experienced a significant or lesser level of down-skilling. This study locates a 
sample of African women who have experienced down-skilling within the Australian 
workforce. The research draws on the work of Pierre Bourdieu and his theory of social practice 
(1997; 1990), which forms a theoretical framework for this research study.  Case study 
methodology was used as a way of collecting in-depth qualitative data, drawing on the narrative 
of case studies. The goal of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of the processes that 
led to some of these women being excluded from skilled positions for which they were 
qualified, while other African women gained their desired positions. The study also explores 
the ways in which these women deploy their social, cultural, linguistic and economic capital 
and how they reconvert that capital into the Australian context. 
In Chapter One, I introduce the focus of the research study, while Chapter Two presents 
an overview of the conceptual framework that underpins the study. Chapter Three contains a 
review of the relevant literature on the migration and down-skilling of African migrant women 
in Australia and other Western countries. In Chapter Four, the research methodology is 
described. Chapter Five documents the interviews and narrative stories of 15 black African 
migrant women from English-speaking African countries. In Chapter Six, I present a summary 
of the research findings and a discussion. Chapter Seven summarises the arguments presented 
in this study and the implications of these findings on the down-skilling of African migrant 
women, and makes suggestions for areas of possible further research. 
Most women in this study have experienced significant or lesser levels of down-skilling. 
The black African migrant women in this study have also experienced marginalization, 
discrimination, exclusion and isolation, as well as both indirect and direct racism. Almost all 
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of the black African migrant women in this study have reconverted to other occupations. The 
majority of the women have reconverted to the nursing field and other lower level occupations 
in the care industry. 
In their countries of origin, gender discrimination experienced by women attempting to 
access education can mean that fewer women than men have the ability to acquire the skills 
that are necessary to migrate. Conversely, gender discriminatory employment practices in their 
countries of origin can actually encourage some women to migrate. When they arrive in their 
destination countries, qualified black African migrant women again face discrimination based 
on ‘race’, ethnicity and their lack of Australian-recognized education and/or local work 
experience. Therefore, the issues facing qualified migrant women are not only gendered but 
also racialized.  
The women in this study have applied agency and provided an example for others to 
follow. After failing to break through the employment barriers and secure employment in the 
areas for which they were qualified, they reconverted to other fields. Reconversion is one of 
Bourdieu’s concepts that I have endeavoured to emphasize. I would like the reader to appreciate 
not only the great challenges, difficulties and struggles faced by the black African women in 
this study, but also their collective narrative of courage and agency -‘a habitus that puts up a 
hat of agency’- a story of resilience and great transformation and change. 
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1: Introduction 
 
“I have a beautiful accent, but didn’t get the job. They don’t 
understand what I’m saying, but I must understand them” 
(Participant Voice) 
 
The “seen but unnoticed rule”  
(Garfinkel, 167, p.36) 
 
This research focuses on the difficulties highly qualified African female 
migrants face when entering the labour market after arriving in Australia. The majority 
of the participants in this study have experienced a significant or lesser level of down-
skilling. Literature supports the view that regardless of their levels of education, many 
migrants, especially those who are racially different from the dominant group, 
encounter varying degrees of prejudice, racism, rejection, exclusion or indifference 
(Gatachew, 2012; Hawthorne, 2007; Kofman & Raghuram, 2010). Prejudice, racism, 
rejection and differential treatment drive the down-skilling of black African and other 
migrant groups.  
Down-skilling in this study refers to the phenomenon whereby migrants who 
have the ability to work in highly skilled jobs due to their educational qualifications 
(engineering, medicine or other professional fields) but are either not utilizing or are 
underutilizing these skills, by either choosing to work in jobs for which they are over-
qualified, or being unable to find work in a position which matches their qualifications. 
Baum (2007) argues that it is not a simple task to define what skills actually are. Riley 
(as cited in Baum, 2007, p. 75) notes that “skill is always surrounded by controversy 
because perceptions of skills are highly subjective and relative” (p. 143). According to 
the literature, there are a number of varying criteria that can be used to define skill 
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(Baum, 2007; Bradley, 2000; Riley, 2002). In reality, “all these criteria play a part in 
shaping our understanding of skills and they are further overlaid by the social 
construction of gender and ethnicity imposed on our interpretation of what skilled 
work is and what it is not” (Baum, 2007, p. 75). While feminised work is often 
categorized as ‘low skilled’, care work requires a lot of specialized skills. However, 
weak conceptualization of care work leaves it open to being re-defined and re-
positioned. Dworzanowski-Venter (2017) argues that “care work is often feminized 
and invisible” (p.78). Men engaging in care work can be stigmatized or simply made 
invisible for non-conformance to gender norms (Dworzanowski-Venter, 2008), Mburu 
et al (2014) and Chikovore et al (2016). In black African communities, for example, 
men are stigmatized for working in caring industries such as nursing, childcare and 
similar occupations. 
This study began by locating a sample of African women who have 
experienced down-skilling within the Australian workforce. The migration 
experiences and ‘proximity’ of the researcher to this study has played a great role 
during sample selection as she identifies herself as a black African migrant woman 
who has experienced some form of down-skilling and differential treatment.  By 
conducting an in-depth, qualitative study drawing on a narrative form of inquiry, the 
goal of this study is to gain a deeper understanding of the processes that led to some 
of these women being excluded from skilled positions for which they were qualified, 
while others gained their desired positions. The study also explores the ways in which 
these women deploy their social, cultural, linguistic and economic capital and how 
they re-convert this capital within the Australian context.  
Participants in this study come from English-speaking African countries 
including Zimbabwe, Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, Nigeria and Ghana. The sample is 
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limited to English-speaking African countries only, simply because including migrants 
from other non-English-speaking African countries would completely change the 
scope of this research study, as participants from non-English-speaking countries   
such as the Congo, Sierra Leone and Sudan are classified as ‘forced migrants’ and face 
other complex issues including displacement, trauma etc.  The study focuses on 
qualified, skilled African migrant women who arrived in Australia between 1995 and 
2005 because down-skilling is a cumulative process, and studying migrants who have 
been in Australia for between five and ten years helped to bring rich data to prove 
evidence of down-skilling. Fifteen female participants were interviewed, and their ages 
ranged from 30 to 50 years.                                                                   
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Figure 1: English Speaking Countries in Africa 
 
This research is significant for migrant women as well as other migrants in 
Australia and around the world. It is hoped that the findings and conclusions from this 
research, as well as their implications for further research and government policy-
making in this area, can be used to give a voice to skilled black African women who 
are marginalized. The experiences of African migrant women regarding settlement and 
the labour market call for social justice across different fields, including the Australian 
community in general, education, employment and government policy makers. 
Most migrant women in this study have re-converted to other fields after failing 
to secure employment in the areas for which they are qualified. One of the key goals 
https://cherokeegothic.com/2014/08/
11/does-education-or-personal-
connections-matter-more-for-getting-
ahead-in-africa/  
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of the author of this thesis is to allow the reader to appreciate not only the great 
challenges faced by black African women in Australia, but also their stories of courage 
and agency, for they are narratives of resilience and transformation. 
This chapter is the introductory chapter for this research study. It contains the 
objectives of the research and provides a statement of the research problem from the 
economic perspective of ‘market failure’. It argues that there is a market failure in the 
Australian labour market with respect to skilled and qualified black African women 
migrants. A brief overview of market failure theory is then provided. A snapshot of 
global and Australian immigration is provided. The chapter then goes on to describe 
the conceptual framework of Pierre Bourdieu which underpins the study, and the 
resulting research questions posed by this research. The researcher’s general 
reflections and positioning on the research study are outlined. Finally, the significance 
of the study and the organization of the thesis are discussed. 
1.1  Focus, Theme and Objectives of this Research. 
 
The focus of this study is to explore the difficulties that highly qualified black 
African women migrants face when entering the labour market after arriving in 
Australia. The theme of this research is the gendered and racializrelationship between 
economics and global migration  into Australia. The objectives of the research are as 
follows:  
• Explore and shed more light on the difficulties qualified and skilled black 
African women migrants face in Australia by using case study narratives.  
• Apply the Bourdieuian analysis to the study of skilled black African women 
migrants. 
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• Examine the capital of African women and their strategies of re-conversion as 
they relate to entering the Australian labour market. 
• Address gaps in the literature concerning this topic. There are significant gaps 
in the literature concerning labour market participation rates of black African 
women migrants. The author hopes that insights from the research findings 
can assist to address some of the existing knowledge gaps. 
• Use findings from the research to make recommendations to inform and 
shape future government policy-making concerning how the problem may be 
reduced or completely eliminated.  
 
1.1.1 Research Problem Statement 
Despite the existence of a mature skilled migration program and associated 
migrants’ settlement schemes in Australia, there is anecdotal evidence that skilled 
black African women migrants in Australia are not experiencing full and fair 
labour market participation relative to their mainstream counterparts of 
professional women in Australia.  Instead, qualified migrant women have to 
down-skill into low-paying and less prestigious occupations, in a process of 
human capital re-conversion, or by undergoing extensive and difficult periods of 
re-negotiation and re-positioning back into occupations more aligned to their pre-
migration qualifications. The temporal or sometimes permanent misplacement 
and underutilization of skills comes at a considerable cost to the individuals and 
the nation as a whole. This is a market failure, and constitutes an avoidable misuse 
of human capital.  
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 1.1.2 Market Failure Defined.  
According to Kogut and Zender (1995), market failure occurs when the value of an 
asset, resource or object cannot be or is not properly assessed, recognized or attributed 
to it. This leads to its undervaluation or underutilization or misuse through its 
unemployment or underemployment; in this case, of qualified black African migrant 
women. This inability to fully appreciate and exploit the true economic value of the 
resource or asset is due to a lack of knowledge or information necessary for that full 
assessment to occur. Such a situation is usually referred to as an ‘asymmetry in 
information’, which pre-supposes that the information or knowledge exists, but that it 
is not in the possession of the relevant actors (the assessor and the assessed) to an equal 
and fair extent, individually, to guide their decisions and actions. 
Theoretically, if such asymmetry did not exist, the market would not fail, but 
rather function optimally, with all actors’ needs met, subject only to merit-based 
criteria that are devoid of ‘race’, ethnicity and gender. From the perspective of this 
research, neither the capability of the professional black African woman nor her human 
capital are fully understood and allocated. This may be due to reasons such as lack of 
knowledge or insight about their qualifications, skills and experience. A recruiter or 
placement officer may not have the skills to ask non-culturally biased questions, or 
may not fully appreciate their answers which are coloured by their experiences which 
are steeped in the cultural and social milieu of their places of origin. Factors such as 
racism, ethnicity and linguicism may obscure and therefore obfuscate the recruiter’s 
objective judgement.  
1.1.3 Economic and global migration.   
 Migration has long been an important part of human history, and continues to 
be so in the current age of globalization (Castles & Miller, 2003). However, an increase 
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in the volume and significance of migration flows has made international migration a 
defining characteristic of social life in the late 20th and early 21st centuries (Castle, 
2009; Castle & Miller, 2010; Morgan, 2006). The United Nations Population Division 
(2016) estimates that the number of migrants worldwide continues to grow. More than 
250 million people, or 3.4% of the world population, live outside their country of birth. 
As an integral part of the globalization process (Castles & Miller, 2010) international 
migration disrupts and realigns the demographic, economic and social structures of 
both sending and receiving countries. This disruption and realignment constitutes the 
social transformation of individual nation states, affecting national identity, social 
interactions and ‘‘race’’ relations (Castle, 2009; Kofman & Raghuram, 2010). 
Although migrant women’s educational levels are only slightly lower than men’s; “the 
share of women immigrants holding a tertiary degree in OECD countries is only 3% 
below that of men” (Kofman & Raghuram, 2010, p. 55), those tertiary educated 
women form a minority of the highly skilled female migrants, and especially of the 
highly skilled migrants. As demonstrated in Semlak,  Pearson, Amundson, & Kudak 
(2008), this research focuses on black African migrant women as they experience triple 
disadvantage: first as female, second as ethnic and third as a racialized group, as 
discussed. Rebhun (2008) supports this view that the probability of immigrant women 
being employed improves with time but remains considerably lower than that of both 
immigrant and native-born men. 
 At the same time, tertiary educated black African women have been relatively 
under-studied (Kofman & Raghuram, 2010). Academic research and media stories of 
migrant women’s employment usually focus on migrant women who enter the lesser 
skilled sectors of the labour market, such as sex work, domestic work and more 
recently care work, yet they ignore many other sectors of the labour market where 
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women are also present (Kofman & Raghuram, 2010). Most black African women in 
this study re-converted to the nursing field, however, there is a gap in the literature of 
their experiences in the profession. In contrast, there is abundant literature (Castle, 
2009; Castle & Miller, 2010; Kofman & Raghuram, 2010) on the contribution of 
skilled migrants to the knowledge economy, particularly in the sciences, information 
technology, financial and managerial sectors, which are drivers of global wealth 
creation. None of the black African migrant women in this study work in any of the 
above-mentioned highly regarded fields. 
Australia has been an immigrant nation since its colonization by white settlers 
and the later arrival of other forced and voluntary migrants. Australia has received and 
still continues to receive immigrants from different parts of the world. However, this 
migration and its related processes have benefits and costs to both migrants and the 
host nation.  
Migration is miigration is not always a fair and equal experience.  In the past 20 
years, international migration has grown substantially as increasing numbers of 
countries have been incorporated into a global migration system. Kofman (2006) states 
this has caused “greater interdependence, differentiation and stratification in an 
unequal world such that the developed countries have attracted more third world 
migrants whilst… more restrictive immigration policies” (p. 1) are put into practice. 
Some migration processes have equally or ‘negatively affected both male and female 
migrants; however female migrants from Africa seem to be more negatively affected 
than their male counterparts due to their vulnerability.   
1.1.4 Gender.  
Immigration regulations have considerable influence on skilled women’s 
ability to migrate. Since the late 1990s, Australia, Canada, the USA and the UK, which 
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are very popular countries for immigration, began to position themselves in the global 
competition for skilled labour, altering their immigration regulations to facilitate the 
entry of skilled migrants (Kofman & Raghuram, 2010). However, the particular 
criteria adopted for filtering skilled people have varied across different countries and 
have influenced migrant women differently; for example, Northern Europe has used 
mixed criteria for selecting skilled people. In particular, salary levels in the countries 
of origin and in the countries of destination (Germany, Ireland, Netherlands) are 
important and even dominant criteria (Kofman & Raghuram, 2010). 
Migration policies and practices are fundamentally affected by ideas about 
gender (Mahler & Pessar, 2006). In turn, gendered legislative frameworks 
differentially affect the courses and outcomes of women’s and men’s migration 
experiences (Fitzpatrick, 1997). For example, Fincher, Foster and Wilmot (1994) 
indicate that Australian selection processes rest either on definitions and 
understandings of skill that are gender-biased, or on the expectation that women enter 
Australia as dependent family members. Fincher (1997, p. 217) discusses the role that 
migration selection policies have played in Australian nation building over the last five 
decades, and concludes that these policies are both gendered and racialized. Migrant 
women are defined and made to fit as spouses and/or dependants of their male partners. 
Thobani (2000) performed a gender analysis of Canada’s immigration 
selection policies, noting the association of the family category with women and the 
economic category with men. She maintains that the family category has “been 
ideologically constructed as a feminine one, with the consequence that the economic 
contributions made by its members are rendered invisible by the official 
categorization” (as cited in Meares, 2007, p. 34). Similarly, Fitzpatrick (1997) claims 
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that “migration policies in the United States are framed to diverse gender specific 
effects” (as cited in Meares, 2007, p. 34). 
In Australia, female unemployment and down-skilling may be hidden because 
most women and children enter Australia as secondary migrants (Webb, 2015); most 
women come to Australia as spouses of the primary migrant. According to some of the 
migration policies mentioned above, it seems that qualified female migrants can 
experience more disadvantage and discrimination at all stages of the immigration 
process due to the employment categories and sectors offered, educational 
requirements, stereotyping and discrimination, which are further magnified by the 
intersectional interplay of ‘‘race’’, age, class and ethnicity (OSCE, 2009). One could 
argue that migration and employment policies and processes are not only gendered but 
also racialized. Gender plays a powerful role in determining employment outcomes 
for black African women. There is also a gap in the literature on how gender affects 
migrant women’s employment outcomes. The narrative accounts that capture prior and 
post migration stories of black African women in this study contribute to the 
knowledge base on black female experiences in the Western world and the down-
skilling process they experience as a result of their ethnicity.    
1.1.5 Racialization.  
Racialized policies and processes are perhaps more evident in workplaces than 
many other social settings (Getachew, 2012; Limpangog, 2013). There is considerable 
debate about the nature and extent of racial discrimination in the workplace. This is 
because such practices are difficult to detect and prove. According to Collins (1996), 
discrimination “is difficult to define both within and across disciplines” (p. 43), and 
the distinction between discrimination and advantage is not clear. Similarly, Zegers de 
Beiji’s survey on racial discrimination in Western Europe concluded that 
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discrimination “is often difficult to demonstrate (because) an employer… will not 
easily admit that (s) he is discriminating against people on nationality, racial or ethnic 
grounds” (as cited in Collins, 1996, p. 43). Most Culturally and Linguistically Diverse 
(CALD) immigrant men and women earn less than others in the Australian labour 
market (Collins 1991, pp. 156-161). The key issue here is whether these differences in 
earnings are discriminatory or based on merit.  
Jamrozik (2009) stressed that “in a democratic society access to employment 
means access to social participation” (p. 159). The importance and complexity of 
social participation through employment has been highlighted by Calma (2008): 
Human right is the missing dimension of multiculturalism as it has been 
recently articulated in Australian policy. For example, the economic 
participation of skilled immigrants and the recognition of their 
qualifications, language retention, and inclusion in government decision-
making - these are issues where there is clear intersection of social inclusion, 
of human and cultural rights and of multicultural principles (p. 1). 
 
Most of the black African migrant women in this study have experienced both 
indirect and direct racism. ‘‘Race’’, ethnicity, gender, exclusion and fear of difference 
form a major barrier for migrants in terms of accessing skilled employment in 
Australia and globally. This study will contribute to the knowledge and address some 
of the literature gaps on this significant but at the same time disadvantaged group of 
migrants who have been and continue to be excluded from using their acquired skills 
and knowledge in full economic participation.  
1.1.6 Framework.  
The analytical framework for this thesis draws on the work of Pierre Bourdieu 
(1984), which permits a multi-linked analysis. Firstly, the Bourdieuian concept of 
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‘field’ allows an examination of the labour market. The concept of ‘capital’ enables an 
explanation of the different social, cultural and linguistic capital that women in the 
sample possess, but which is not valued in their newly adopted society. The concept 
of ‘habitus’ allows an analysis of how individuals in the study become themselves and 
the ways in which they engage in Australian employment systems and their practices. 
In addition, Bourdieu’s concept of ‘conversion’ (2010) permits an analysis of how the 
women deploy their social, cultural, linguistic and economic capital and how they re-
convert this capital within the Australian context. In general, Bourdieu’s framework is 
very useful in understanding the rich narrative data generated from black African 
women’s prior and post migration stories. It provides a layered view that allows the 
reader to connect the black African female migrants’ prior migration stories to the 
country of origin’s societal, patriarchal and gender relations practices. The framework 
reveals the individual women’s possession of social, economic, cultural and linguistic 
capital prior to migrating to Australia. Moreover, Bourdieu’s framework with its 
concept of re-conversion allows an understanding of another layer from which to view 
black African women as courageous individuals who, despite difficulties and the 
inability to enter their desired employment fields, apply a strategy and convert to other 
occupations such as nursing, as most migrant women in this study have done. 
1.1.6.1 Field.  Fields are structured contexts that shape and produce processes and 
practices; they are “a series of institutions, rules, rituals, conventions, categories, 
designations, appointments and titles which constitute an objective hierarchy, and 
which produce and authorise certain discourses and activities, and that which counts 
as valuable ‘capital’ is determined” (Webb et al., 2002, pp. 21-22). The African women 
in this study find themselves in different social ‘spaces’ or in fields of the Australian 
labour market where there are unequal power relations, and the struggle to negotiate 
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and employ their social, cultural and linguistic capital becomes necessary in order to 
break through employment barriers. 
1.1.6.2 Capital.  African migrant women possess capital different from that of Western 
women, and in Australia this can mean a lack of social and cultural capital, due to their 
different cultural practices, causing barriers to English language fluency and 
preventing them from competing and breaking into Australian employment systems or 
job markets. Bourdieu (2010) states that it is the lack of capital that can oppress and 
marginalise them. That capital exists to reinforce and reproduce the dominance of the 
ruling class (Bourdieu 1977, 1990). Bourdieu identifies three forms of capital: social, 
economic and cultural. One could argue that most migrants lack power, and that the 
positioning of African migrant men and women in their destination countries’ labour 
markets has been socially and culturally constructed by their host nation’s society 
through immigration policies, social and employment practices. However, qualified 
African migrant women seem to be more disadvantaged than African men. Some 
women find it hard to access and resume their desired careers not only because of the 
complex or unequal employment Australian systems, but also because of their 
positioning and experiences as women and mothers within the family home (Meares, 
2007). Consequently, it is necessary to understand their habitus. 
1.1.6.3 Habitus.  Habitus is a “system of lasting and transposable dispositions which, 
integrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, 
appreciations and actions and makes possible the achievement of infinitely diversified 
tasks” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 18). Habitus is a “strategy-generating principle 
enabling agents to cope with unforeseen and ever-changing situations” (Bourdieu, 
1977, p. 72). It is not a uniformly imposed and fixed way of being, but a ‘generative 
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structure’ formed in a dynamic relation with specific social fields (McNay, 1999). 
Bourdieu describes interactions with the field as a matter of learning the “rules of the 
game” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). In the context of this project, this means 
migrants must learn and understand the culture of the Australian job market and 
present themselves in a way that corresponds to its requirements, which is a difficult 
task given the diverse natures and backgrounds of many migrant men and women. 
Furthermore, the experiences and practices of African migrant women may be 
different to those of other migrant women. This is because a qualified migrant 
woman’s present labour market position in the destination country may have links to 
other factors, such as her positioning within the family home and/or her experiences 
before and after leaving her country of origin. For example, discriminative cultural 
practices often favour men over women, and it is generally accepted that ‘race’ and 
ethnic discrimination do exist within the Australian labour market.  
Bourdieu describes the relationship between habitus and field as one of 
“ontological complicity”, a conceptualization that he argues contrasts with the 
persistent dualisms of objectivism/subjectivism and structure/agency. Citizenship and 
belonging require a willingness to accept the existence of different subgroups with 
different religious, cultural, economic and political values.  
1.1.6.4 Re-conversion.  When African women find themselves excluded from 
accessing employment positions for which they are qualified, they re-convert to other 
fields. This study will explore the ways by which African women in this sample deploy 
the social, cultural, linguistic and economic capital they possess. In order to do this, 
Bourdieu’s concept of ‘re-conversion’ provides a framework for understanding how 
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they re-convert their capital within the Australian context. Bourdieu (1986) describes 
re-conversion as follows: 
The set of outwardly very different practices whereby individuals or families tend, 
unconsciously or consciously, to maintain or increase their assets and consequently to 
maintain or improve their position in the class structure… (and) an aspect of the 
permanent actions and reactions whereby each group strives to maintain or change its 
position in the social structure, or, more precisely, at a stage in evolution of class 
societies in which one can conserve only by changing so as to conserve (as cited in 
Sik 1994, p. 1). 
 
Self-agency can perhaps be explained or defined by reflecting upon this 
author’s personal experience as a migrant woman. It is a gradual transformation in 
conceptualizing the ‘self’ as an empowered and purposeful agent capable of shaping 
present motives and actions for positive future outcomes. 
 
Hoang’s (2011) study argued that whilst decision-making about migration was 
overwhelmingly consensual in nature: 
women's agency around their own migration was in part constrained because they 
were forced to negotiate for their interests whilst trying to preserve family harmony. 
While social norms supported men's power to make unilateral decisions and while 
they resorted to powerful threats of divorce to get their own way, this did not prevent 
wives from resisting unwelcome decisions by ‘passive' means (p.1441).  
 
Hoang’s study deepens feminist insights into the ways by which migration is 
gendered. Likewise, some of the women in this study possess agency that allows them 
to increase their assets and improve their social economic status. The stories of re-
conversion strategies and resilience from the African women in this study may 
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encourage others to follow in their paths as they attempt to break through employment 
barriers. In addition, the stories may be useful in recommending policy adjustments. 
1.2 Research Questions  
 
In order to capture and understand the experiences of black African migrant 
women, this research attempted to answer the following research questions through in-
depth interviews with the participants. The primary question: In what ways do African 
Migrant women experience down-skilling in the Australian labour market? allowed an 
examination of how qualified black African women experience down-skilling in the 
Australian labour markets. 
The first secondary question: What are the migration and settlement 
experiences of professional African women in Australia? prompted for more 
information on the participants’ migration and settlement experiences in order to assist 
answering the primary question. The second secondary question: How do gendered 
and racialized processes emerge in their experiences? examined and captured how 
gendered and racialized processes emerged during their migration and settlement 
experiences. The last secondary question: For those who failed to gain entry into the 
positions for which they are qualified, how did they re-convert the social, cultural, 
linguistic and economic capital they possess in the Australian context? generated a 
number of themes including re-conversion, a strategy that black migrants use after 
having failed to gain employment in the areas of their qualifications.  
1.3 Social Justice and Theoretical Significance 
Bourdieu’s framework of social practice and re-conversion (Bourdieu, 2010) 
draws on issues of social justice and facilitates important theoretical reasoning, while 
investigating the women’s post-arrival stories and their current reflections on how they 
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exchanged and re-converted various forms of social, cultural, linguistic and economic 
capital to assist in the process of securing employment in Australia. 
Migrant men and women are positioned unequally in employment fields. Pierre 
Bourdieu’s (1977; 1990) theory of social practice will be used as a conceptual tool to 
understand how black African women in this study negotiate their social, economic, 
cultural and linguistic capital in the Australian context. Re-conversion will also be 
used to understand the generating ‘strategy’ that led to some of the black African 
migrant women in this study re-converting to other fields such as nursing when they 
failed to obtain employment in the areas of their qualifications. Bourdieu’s concept of 
re-conversion is very significant to this research study and it is the concept that this 
author would like to emphasise because it is underutilized in educational research. 
 
 
1.4. Reflexivity and the Research Problem 
 
Reflexivity is commonly used in qualitative research and has been posited and 
accepted as a method that a qualitative researcher can and should use to “legitimize, 
validate, and question research practices and representation” (Pillow 2010, p.175). 
Reflexivity has had a positive impact on this study, as it requires a third party to pass 
judgement on results obtained by a scholar depending on the scholar’s  ‘race’, religion 
or looks. This study came about from the personal experiences of the author, a 
qualified African woman who has experienced down-skilling. It took the author many 
years to find work in areas corresponding to her qualifications. The author is of the 
view that she is currently still negotiating her social, cultural and linguistic capital in 
the Australian labour market, where she has been for more than 15 years. The drive 
19 | P a g e  
 
for conducting this research has also come from a passion for social justice. For 
example, the author experienced significant down-skilling even after completing 
undergraduate and postgraduate degrees in New Zealand and Australia. Although 
currently employed in a government department, the author finds it very difficult to 
obtain a promotion, yet other professionals with less experience or fewer and less 
relevant qualifications, make vertical progress more easily.  
In relation to the preceding paragraph, and being a black African woman, the 
author is in agreement with Bourdieu (1977) who argues that power relations shift 
when an individual is positioned across different social fields. It seems that in Australia 
I have less opportunity, privilege or power as opposed to my Caucasian compatriots. 
My experience is significant to this research study as it provides an ‘insider’s lived 
perspective’ on the subject. However, this has ethical ramifications including 
researcher bias, and ethical dilemmas arising from my familiarity with the study’s 
participants, which are acknowledged and addressed in the ethics section of Chapter 
Four.  
1.5 Overview of Gaps in Current Literature  
 
There is a considerable amount of literature about migrants and some studies 
discuss the migration experiences of both men and women globally. However, there 
are still gaps in terms of capturing and deeply understanding the voices of individual 
qualified black African women and their experiences in the Australian labour markets. 
The black African migrant women face difficulties in the process of gaining 
employment in the areas of their qualification, for example engineers, accountants, 
economists and psychologists. Hence they find themselves ending up in lowly paid 
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professions, mostly the nursing field. The percentage of individuals who are forced 
into the nursing field is significant.  
Furthermore, there is a gap in the literature on the down-skilling of black 
African migrant women and its impact on individual women and their economic 
participation in Australia. The existing academic literature on female migration 
focuses on the difficulties faced by female migrants during settlement and not so much 
on the strength, resilience, agency and courageous transformation shown by black 
African women in the midst of their struggles. Moreover, there is a gap in the literature 
as most writers on migration (Castle & Miller, 2010; Hebban & Colic-Peisker, 2012; 
Kofman & Raghuram, 2010) as stated above, focus on the general difficulties faced by 
the women and not on how, for example, the women in this study negotiate their capital 
and re-convert to other fields as a courageous step resulting from down-skilling. 
 
1.6 Significance of the Study 
 
This study is important for many reasons. Firstly, down-skilling of migrant 
men and women is a market failure; migrant engineers and doctors often work in jobs 
for which they are over-qualified. In addition, this kind of down-skilling may be a 
result of racism and a lack of social justice, which has a negative impact on social 
cohesion in Australia. Furthermore, down-skilling has been acknowledged as a global 
problem (Castle & Miller, 2010). Finally, this study will inform the development of 
economic and human resource policy in Australia as it applies to the down-skilling of 
qualified African migrant women. 
1.6.1 Significance to practice.   
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Providing an opportunity for professional African women to tell their stories is 
an important achievement. A Swahili proverb states, “If you educate a woman, you 
have educated a whole nation.” Considering this, down-skilling or failing to deploy 
such an important group of people, namely women from developing countries who 
continue to battle with their positioning within the family home and their community, 
is a great waste of human resources and an underutilization of human capital. The 
literature on migration shows the benefits that migration brings to individual migrants, 
and to the sending and receiving nations (Castle, 2009, Castle & Miller, 2010; Hebban 
& Colic-Peisker, 2012; Kofman & Raghuram, 2010). According to Castle (2009), 
there is a strong connection between migration and development. Castle (2009) argues 
that migration and development should not be seen in “isolation from wider issues of 
global power, wealth and inequality” (p. 23). If not down-skilled, black migrant 
women in this study bring a diverse range of skills across different fields including 
engineering, economics, accounting, education, just to name a few. This skilled group 
of female migrants would have contributed to workplace diversity and the broader 
development of Australia. 
1.6.2 Significance to policy.   
Australian government migration policy plays an influential role in migrants’ 
entry to Australia, settlement experience and integration into the Australian 
community. The Australian government migration policies are highly planned and 
based on skills and demand. Most black African women in this study entered Australia 
via a skilled visa category or as secondary migrants who came under the spouse visa 
category. The nature of entry to Australia determines migrant women’s settlement and 
employment outcomes. This research brings insights into the impact on newly arrived 
black African migrants and other migrant groups in terms of visa categories, mobility 
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and support for the settlement of individual migrants. It also provides insight for future 
migration policy development. 
1.6.3 Significance to research.  
This research will fill the literature gap on the experiences of qualified black 
African migrant women as they re-convert their capital in the Australian employment 
fields. This research will inform further research on the development and utilization of 
Bourdieu’s concept of re-conversion, which seems to be neglected in educational 
research.  Symbolic violence is another significant aspect of Bourdieu’s theory that is 
somehow underutilized. This research contributes to the knowledge base on 
Bourdieu’s theory of social capital as it relates to black African migrant women in the 
Australian context.   
The findings of this research study are potentially very important. Firstly, a 
detailed understanding of the ways by which current employment practices lead to the 
down-skilling of skilled African women could provide a useful resource for these 
women as they seek to develop strategies to counter such exclusion. Second, their 
stories of resilience are likely to constitute an inspiring resource for others who follow 
in their paths. Finally, without an understanding of these processes, it is difficult to 
even begin to advocate for changes that will lead to more equitable and efficient 
employment practices for skilled African women migrants entering Australia.  
1.7 Thesis Overview and Findings 
 
Five key themes, which relate to the research questions, emerged in the 
findings: migration policy and mobility, marginalization and difference, formal and 
informal networking, down-skilling, and re-conversion. 
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Australian migration policies and processes tend to determine black migrant 
women’s employment outcomes. For example, remote or regional area settlements for 
some of the newly arrived black migrants makes it hard for them to access employment 
due to isolation, in addition to the general lack of jobs and difficulties in integration in 
small, country communities. Most women in this study arrived in Australia on skilled 
migrant visas; however, the government seems to have no clear pathways to allow 
significant numbers of qualified individuals to work in their areas of expertise.  
The black African women in this study have experienced marginalization and 
differential treatment. These experiences are evident across different fields in different 
forms, including discriminatory comments made by some members of the public, 
failing to obtain jobs in the areas of their qualifications and unfair treatment in 
workplaces.  
The significance of gender is emerging as a new finding in this study. Some 
black African women in this study have experienced marginalization across different 
social spaces, including the home environment where men hold a position of power 
over women, as well as in the community and employment settings. Some black 
African women in this study actively and tirelessly attempt to deconstruct some of the 
stereotyped gender role beliefs about gender role division in an African family. 
Whiteness is another emergent issue in this study. The racialized experiences 
of black African women cannot be understood without analysing and understanding 
the implications of whiteness. Australian society operates in a way that positions 
whiteness at the centre of everything, including individual consciousness, to the extent 
that the centrality of whiteness is seldom questioned; when hearing ‘’race’’, most 
people hear ‘black’. Whiteness seems to be the norm against which all differences are 
24 | P a g e  
 
measured. In order to cope with whiteness, migrant women need to understand how 
whiteness operates and constructs coloured people. 
  Informal networking is another finding arising from this research study. It is a 
form of social capital that most women in this study bring to social and employment 
fields in Australia. However, it is also evident in this study that networking is 
problematic for some black African migrant women as they possess different types of 
social, economic, cultural and linguistic capital when they arrive in Australia. One 
could also argue that family commitments, isolation and other factors affecting newly 
arrived African women limit their networking opportunities and increase the 
possibility of down-skilling. 
The pervasiveness of down-skilling is one of the major findings in this study. 
Most of the African women who participated have experienced a degree of down-
skilling. African migrant women typically encounter inequality in the labour market 
due to their lack of experiencing an Australian education, lack of English language 
competence and discrimination based on ‘race’ and/or country of origin. Most 
qualified women lack the agency or capacity to negotiate and overcome the 
educational gaps and inequalities. Consequently, some of these women eventually 
‘give up’ and choose to work as nursing assistants, cleaners or teachers’ aides. 
Re-conversion is another major finding and a Bourdieuian concept that is 
particularly underutilized in education research. Almost all of the 15 black African 
migrant women in this study have chosen to abandon the fields for which they are 
qualified and have re-converted to other less prestigious employment fields, for 
example, from engineer to nursing assistant. Most women in this study have 
experienced employment barriers and exclusion in the Australian job market.  
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1.8 Organisation of the Thesis 
 
The thesis is divided into seven chapters. Each of these chapters will reflect the 
results obtained using narratives from the African migrant women participants in order 
to understand the reasons for down-skilling, in addition to exploring the ways by which 
these women deploy their social, cultural, linguistic and economic capital and how 
they re-convert this capital within an Australian context.  
In Chapter One, I introduce the focus of the research study, describe the 
research problem, the statement, examine the researcher’s reflexivity, provide an 
overview of the conceptual framework and the gaps in the literature, and discuss the 
significance of the study. 
Chapter Two presents an overview of the conceptual framework that underpins 
the study. Bourdieu’s theory of social practice (1977; 1990) is used as a way of 
understanding and analyzing black African migrant women’s experiences of migration 
and settlement as well as their encounters in the Australian employment fields. 
Chapter Three contains a review of the relevant literature on migration and 
down-skilling of African migrant women in Australia and other Western countries. 
The literature pays special attention to how black African migrant women negotiate 
their social, economic, cultural and linguistic capitals in an Australian context. 
In Chapter Four, the research methodology is described. This chapter provides 
a review of qualitative case and narrative inquiry, research questions, including the 
role of the researcher, data collection and analysis as well as ethical considerations. 
Chapter Five documents the interviews of 15 black African migrant women 
from English-speaking African countries using case study and narrative inquiry to 
capture their lived-migration stories. The narratives capture the lives of migrant 
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women prior to migration and settlement and depict their skilled-job-search 
experiences in Australia. 
Chapter Six presents a summary of the research findings and a discussion. This 
chapter addresses previous findings highlighted in Chapters Three and Five. The 
propositions and themes are also identified and discussed.  
Chapter Seven summarises the arguments presented in this study. The 
implications of these findings on the down-skilling of African migrant women and the 
underutilization of human capital are discussed and suggestions for further research 
are included. 
1.9 Conclusion 
 
In Chapter One, I have introduced the main focus of this study, highlighted the 
research problem, and provided an overview of the conceptual framework that 
underpins the study. The chapter presented a researcher’s reflection and positioning 
on the research study and it also provided a brief overview of the gaps in the current 
literature. Furthermore, this chapter demonstrated the significance of the study and 
provided an overview of the organization of the thesis. 
The migrant women who participated in this study have all experienced some 
level of down-skilling, significant or otherwise. However, despite the challenges 
caused by barriers to gaining skilled employment in Australia, the dynamic women in 
this study exercised agency. This study is a story of the courage of resilient, resourceful 
individuals who persevered regardless of the burdens imposed by migration. By taking 
up a habitus that takes up agency, these women applied a strategy and re-converted to 
other employment fields. The next chapter will outline the theoretical framework of 
the research.  
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2: Theoretical Framework 
 
Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to outline the theoretical framework used to examine the 
research on black African migrant women’s experiences of migration into Australia. 
The research draws on the work of Pierre Bourdieu and his theory of social practice 
(1990; 1997), which forms a theoretical framework for this research study. In the first 
part of Chapter Two, I explain Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, capital and field. An 
examination of the labour market is possible using the concept of ‘field’, while 
‘capital’ allows an explanation of the different social, cultural and linguistic capitals 
that women in the sample possess, particularly in relation to its conversion value in 
their newly adopted Australian context. In the second part of this chapter, these 
foundational concepts are used to develop an understanding of ‘habitus’ and its 
usefulness in capturing African migrant women’s history as well as their experiences 
of continuity and change. Thus, habitus allows an analysis of how individuals in the 
study become themselves and the ways in which these individuals engage in the 
Australian labour market and its practices. 
 
Figure 2 illustrates Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) theoretical equation where habitus, when 
it encounters the field, operates alongside social, economic, cultural and linguistic 
capitals. According to Bourdieu, all individuals bring to the competition (the field) the 
entire relative power at their disposal (in capital). According to Bourdieu (2011), it is 
this power that defines their positions and the fields and as a result, their strategies 
(habitus). 
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Figure 2: Bourdieu's Theory of Social Practice 
 
In the final part of this chapter, I examine Bourdieu’s (2010) concept of 
‘reconversion’, which is a strategy that migrant women use unconsciously or 
consciously in order to maintain or increase their assets and consequently to maintain 
or improve their position in the class structure. In addition, conversion will allow an 
analysis of how the women deploy the social, cultural, linguistic and economic capital 
they possess: how they reconvert this capital within the Australian context. 
Reconversion is one of Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts which is underutilized in 
education research. 
2.1 Capital 
 
Capital is a unique set of valued resources that has “a potential capacity to 
produce profits and to reproduce itself in identical or expanded form” (Bourdieu, 1986, 
p. 242). Upon arrival in Australia, African migrant women bring capital that may be 
different from, or lacks and power in the context of, Australian social and cultural 
capital. For example, English language barriers and different cultural practices make 
it more difficult to compete and break into Australian employment systems and job 
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markets. Bourdieu (2010) states that it is the lack of capital in families that can oppress 
and marginalize them because capital exists to reinforce and reproduce the dominance 
of the ruling class. Bourdieu identifies three forms of capital: social, economic and 
cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990). One could argue that most migrants from 
African countries lack power, and that the positioning of African migrant men and 
women in their destination countries’ labour markets has been socially and culturally 
constructed by their host countries’ societies through immigration policies and 
employment agency practices (Robinson & Jones Diaz, 1999).  
For example, on the basis of a comparative study on the economic integration 
of immigrants from multiple origin countries in 18 Western countries, Van Tubergan 
et al. (2004) concluded that politically motivated immigrants were less favourably 
selected and showed a weaker labour market performance than economically 
motivated immigrants, and that migrants moving over greater geographical distances 
have a higher chance of employment supposedly because they have more incentive to 
invest in specific human capital skills. They also found evidence corroborating 
discrimination theories that migrants from predominantly (supposedly culturally 
closer) Christian nations and migrants living in countries with left-wing dominated 
governments were more likely to be employed. Van Tubergan et al. also concluded 
that the exclusion of women from labour markets in their countries of origin tends to 
be replicated in destination countries. 
This is exemplified by immigrant or ethnic majority groups such as the 
Chinese, where economic integration is connected to high maintenance of a strong 
group identity and resistance against assimilation. Conversely, immigrant groups may 
experience “downward” assimilation into the mainstream (native) lower class cultures 
while underachieving in education and in the job market (Portes, 2007).  
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Fokkema and De Haas (2015) found that in addition to contextual factors, the 
skills achieved prior to migration and the skills obtained after settling in the receiving 
society combine to play a decisive role in determining the type of social capital 
migrants acquire, and hence in the level and type of their sociocultural integration 
(Fokkema & De Haas, 2015, p. 7). Migrant women in this study bring different social, 
economic, cultural and linguistic capital to Australian society and its job markets. 
Their experiences with these ‘fields’ may differ for each woman, depending on factors 
including the individual’s background, values and beliefs. This is where the struggle 
within the ‘field’ begins. 
Bourdieu identifies three forms of capital: social, economic and cultural capital 
(Webb, Shirato, & Danaher, 2002) and this can be summarised in the following 
diagram: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: Bourdieu's Types of Capital 
Economic 
Capital 
Cultural 
Capital 
Social  
Capital 
Symbolic 
Capital 
Linguistic 
Capital  
Financial wealth is “immediately and directly convertible 
into money” or “institutionalised in the form of property 
rights” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 243) 
Valued cultural property; 
legitimate knowledge, 
behaviour, and modes of 
thought; and 
institutionally recognised 
capacity (Bourdieu, 1986) 
Aggregate of the actual or 
potential resources that accrue to 
an individual or a group by 
virtue of the possession of a 
durable network of 
institutionalised relationships of 
mutual acquaintance and 
recognition (Bourdieu, 1986) 
“Any property (any form of capital 
whether physical, economic, cultural, 
or social) when it is perceived by social 
agents endowed with categories of 
perception, which cause them to know 
it and to recognise it, to give it value” 
(Bourdieu, 1998, p. 47) 
Linguistic Capital is an embodied 
capital” It involves language and 
linguistic exchange (Bourdieu, 1986) 
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2.2 Field 
 
Fields are structured contexts that shape and produce processes and practices; 
they are “a series of institutions, rules, rituals, conventions, categories, designations, 
appointments and titles which constitute an objective hierarchy, and which produce 
and authorize certain discourses and activities” (Webb et al., 2002, pp. 21-22). Only 
the person who has the power in the field can change the field, while others must 
always negotiate. The African women in this study find themselves in different 
‘spaces’ or in the fields of the Australian labour market where there are unequal power 
relations and the individuals’ abilities to negotiate their social, cultural and linguistic 
capital becomes necessary in order to break through employment barriers. When 
individuals fail to negotiate their different capital within the field, they then apply 
tactics such as changing their names in order to secure a job interview, or they might 
apply the strategy of retraining and reconverting to another profession, for example, 
from engineering to nursing. This response is habitus, which operates at unconscious 
and later conscious levels. Understanding the field is crucial when considering the 
black African women in this study. There is a gap in the literature that examines this 
aspect of field in terms of black African women and, as stated in Chapter One, this 
research study aims to contribute to this knowledge gap. 
2.3 Symbolic Violence 
 
‘Symbolic violence’ is another of Bourdieu’s concepts which requires more 
attention in education research. Bourdieu defines symbolic violence as a type of 
violence that is “exercised upon a social agent with his or her complicity” (Bourdieu 
& Wacquant, 1996, pp. 167-168). Most black African migrants in this study have 
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experienced symbolic violence both externally and internally. External symbolic 
violence is experienced by migrants in the form of marginalization and differential 
treatment based on ‘race’, ethnicity, gender and linguicism (accent). For example, 
introducing employment barriers that force migrant women to acquire more and more 
qualifications is a form of symbolic violence. In contrast, the internal symbolic 
violence experienced by the African women in this study occurs as a result of 
‘internalization of the external’ (Bourdieu, 2010). It is the internal pain, struggle and 
cost associated with the external treatment of black migrant women that causes them 
to generate a strategic struggle. 
During job interviews, for example, Bourdieu (1996) states that: 
It is the investigator who starts the game and who sets up its rules: it is most 
often she who, unilaterally without any preliminary negotiations, assigns to 
the interview its objectives and uses, and on occasion these may be poorly 
specified, at least for the respondent. This asymmetry is underlined by a social 
asymmetry, which occurs every time the investigator occupies a high place in 
the social hierarchy of different types of capital, especially cultural capital. 
The market of linguistic and symbolic goods, which is set up in each 
interview, varies, in structure according to the objective relation between the 
investigator and the investigated or, which is the same thing, between the 
capitals of all kinds - especially linguistic capitals - with which they are 
endowed (p. 19). 
 
African Migrant women have a different cultural and linguistic capital and are 
positioned in the employment field and other fields where their cultural and linguistic 
capital is unknown or lacks legitimacy. The members of the different social classes 
differ not so much in the extent to which they acknowledge culture but in the extent to 
which they know it. One of the surest indications of recognition of legitimacy is the 
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tendency of the most deprived respondents to disguise their ignorance or indifference 
and to pay homage to the cultural legitimacy, which the interviewer possesses in their 
eyes, by selecting from their cultural baggage the items that seem to them closest to 
their legitimate definition (Bourdieu, 2010). 
In order to cope with ‘unforeseen and different’ labour market fields, most 
migrants, and in this case female African migrants, are forced to generate different 
ways of being. Habitus is a “strategy-generating principle enabling agents to cope with 
unforeseen and ever-changing situations” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72).  It is not a uniformly 
imposed and fixed way of being, but a ‘generative structure’ formed in a dynamic 
relation within specific social fields (McNay, 1999). African Migrant women need to 
be recognised and understood by the dominant society in order for that society to assist 
and encourage their participation in Australian job markets. The whole relationship of 
the petite bourgeoisie to culture can in a sense be deduced from the considerable gap 
between knowledge and recognition, the source of cultural goodwill that takes 
different forms, and depending on the degree of familiarity with legitimate culture on 
social origin and associated modes of cultural acquisition (Bourdieu, 2010, p. 319). 
2.4 Habitus 
 
Habitus is one of the main concepts used to understand and describe the 
African migrant women’s stories, as they span from their country of origin and 
settlement in Australia to their search for employment. According to Bourdieu, it is 
through the workings of habitus that practice (agency) is linked with capital and field 
(structure). Bourdieu (1990b, p. 116) argues that habitus becomes active in relation to 
a field, and the same habitus can lead to very different practices and stances, depending 
on the state of the field (Reay, 2004, p. 432). 
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Bourdieu developed the concept of habitus to demonstrate the ways in which 
the body is in the social world, as well as the ways in which the social world is in the 
body (Bourdieu, 1977). The habitus is “a socialized… structured body… which has 
incorporated the immanent structures of the world or of the particular sector of that 
world - a field - and which structures the perception of that world as well as action in 
that world (Bourdieu, 1998a, p. 81). Thus, one of the crucial features of habitus is that 
it is embodied; it is not composed solely of mental attitudes and perceptions (Reay, 
2004, p. 432). Bourdieu explains that it is expressed through durable ways “of 
standing, speaking, walking, and thereby of feeling and thinking” (Bourdieu, 1990a, 
p. 70). People’s relationships to the dominant culture are conveyed in a range of 
activities, including eating, speaking and gesturing (Bourdieu, 1984). Therefore, the 
habitus as the social is inscribed in the body of the biological individual (Bourdieu, 
1985b, p. 113).  
Embodiment matters to African women in this study as they bring with them 
their own habitus; examples include the way they walk, eat, talk and relate to others. 
This brings a different set of capitals to the Australian employment fields and society, 
which makes it difficult for the receiving society to relate, accept or understand the 
different and unique characteristics of African migrant women. This is where the 
struggles begin; understanding the ‘field - the rule of the game’ becomes problematic 
or even impossible. Bourdieu sees habitus as potentially generating a wide repertoire 
of possible actions, simultaneously enabling the individual to draw on transformative 
and constraining courses of action. He writes that: 
Habitus is a kind of transforming machine that leads us to ‘reproduce’ the 
social conditions of our own production, but in a relatively unpredictable way, 
in such a way that cannot move simply and mechanically from knowledge of 
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the conditions of production to knowledge of the products (Bourdieu, 1990, 
p. 87). 
 
It appears that Bourdieu perceives habitus as a multi-layered concept. “A 
person’s individual history is a constitutive of habitus, but so also is the whole 
collective history of family and class that the individual is a member of” (Reay, 2004, 
p. 434). At times, Bourdieu seems to suggest a degree of uniformity but at other times, 
he recognizes differences and diversity between members of the same cultural 
groupings and writes in terms of the singularity of individual habitus. Habitus within, 
as well as between, social groups differs to the extent that the details of the individuals’ 
social trajectories diverge from one another; “Just as no two individual histories are 
identical, so no two individual habit uses are identical” (Bourdieu, 1990c, p. 46). 
Habitus “refers to something historical, it’s linked to individual history” 
(Bourdieu, 1990c, p.86). Thus the individual histories of African migrant women are 
central to understanding the concept of habitus and re-conversion strategies. The 
habitus is permeable and responsive to what is happening around these women. 
Therefore, although the habitus is a product of early childhood experience, and in 
particular socialization within the family, it is continually restructured by individuals’ 
encounters with the outside world (Reay, 2004, p. 434). 
Therefore, habitus can be viewed as a complex, internalized core from which 
everyday experiences emanate. Choice is at the heart of habitus, as it is with the 
migrant women in this study, and Bourdieu compares this choice to ‘the art of 
inventing’ (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 55), but at the same time the choices inscribed in the 
habitus are limited.  Choices are bounded by the framework of opportunities and 
constraints the person operates within, meaning her external circumstances. This is 
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true for the migrant women in this study; they face both opportunities and constraints 
in the Australian employment fields. 
Habitus is only an aspect of Bourdieu’s conceptual toolbox; it is the interaction 
of habitus, cultural capital and field that generates the logic of practice (Bourdieu, 
1990b). In particular, the concept of field adds to the possibilities of Bourdieu’s 
conceptual framework and gives habitus a dynamic quality: 
The relation between habitus and field operates in two ways. On one side, it 
is a relation of conditioning: the field structures the habitus, which is the 
product of embodiment of an imminent necessity of the field (or of hierarchy 
of intersecting fields). On the other side, it is a relation of knowledge or 
cognitive construction: habitus contributes to constituting the field as a 
meaningful world, a world endowed with sense or with value, in which it is 
worth investing one’s energy. (Bourdieu, as cited in Wacquant, 1989, p. 44). 
 
Bourdieu describes the relationship between habitus and field as one of ‘ontological 
complicity’, a conceptualization that he argues contrasts with the persistent dualism of 
objectivism/subjectivism and structure/agency. Citizenship and belonging requires a 
willingness to accept the existence of different subgroups, with different religious, 
cultural, economic and political values, and to see the contours of different ways of 
organizing one’s life as nonetheless consistent with being citizens together. 
The relationship between habitus and cultural capital is more enmeshed. Lash 
perceives habitus as being made up of cultural capital (1993, p. 197). However, the 
two are viewed as separate concepts by most writers, including Bourdieu, who is 
explicit about the relationship between habitus and capital. Bourdieu produced a 
formula that elaborates upon their interconnection: ‘(Habitus X Capital) + Field = 
Practice’ (1984, p. 101).  
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Similarly, there is a close dynamic between habitus and field; however, when 
habitus encounters a dissimilar field, the resulting disjuncture can generate change and 
transformation. “The refractory and destabilizing implications that the notion of field 
has for the concept of habitus can produce nuanced understandings of power relations 
and political agency” (McNay as cited in Reay, 2004, p. 436). 
According to Sayer (2004), one of the most distinctive yet unremarked features 
of Bourdieu’s theoretical framework “is that the most widely studied forms of division, 
domination and exclusion in social research - most obviously racism and sexism, but 
also ageism, homophobia, disabilism - only enter as incidental or modifiers, if at all”. 
Hence, habitus is primarily a method for analysing the dominance of dominant groups 
in society and the domination of subordinate groups, and as such McClelland asserts 
that “it can easily be applied to the analysis of gender (or racial and ethnic) 
disadvantage as well” (McClelland, 1990, p. 105). The migrant women in this study 
have experienced marginalization based on ‘‘race’’, ethnicity and gender, so the 
concept of habitus helps to capture and understand their struggle, agency and 
conversion experiences. 
Habitus can be used to focus on the ways by which the socially advantaged and 
disadvantaged play out attitudes of cultural superiority and inferiority which are  
ingrained in their habitus in daily interactions. As McClelland highlights, such 
dispositions are influenced by gender and ‘‘race’’ as well as social class. 
However, gender is subsumed throughout much of Bourdieu’s writing because 
of his primary focus on social class, and despite his main anthropological study being 
of the Kabyle tribes in Algeria, he makes no mention of the way in which habitus is 
differentiated by ‘race’. However, “it is possible from his extensive writing on the 
concept to develop an understanding of habitus as shaped by both gender and ‘race’” 
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(Reay, 2004, p. 436). This represents a limitation of his theoretical framework, which 
is of great significance in this study as all of its participants are women. However, 
Bourdieu himself argues that his theory contains ‘open concepts designed to guide 
empirical work’. The experiences and strategies presented by the women in this study 
show that both ‘race’ and gender played major roles from the time of their decision to 
migrate, through settlement and transitioning, and on to employment and workplace 
experiences. The experiences and practices of African migrant women are likely to 
differ from other women’s experiences. This is because the present labour market 
position (in the destination country) of the African migrant woman may have links to 
other factors, such as her positioning within the family home and/or her experiences 
before and after leaving her country of origin. Secondly, she may face discriminative 
cultural practices that favour men over women. Thirdly they may face ‘racial’ and 
ethnic discrimination within the Australian labour market. Fourthly, Africans and other 
new migrants to Australia may not have this form of social capital yet established. For 
example, other ethnic groups already established in Australia such as Greek and Italian 
migrants may already have social capital because of their family networks.  
Cicourel (1993, p. 109) argues that there is a need to expand habitus to explore 
how gender and racial differences are linked to circumstances that can occur within 
and across cultures and social classes or ethnic groups within larger nation-states. This 
study aims to address this gap in the theory and literature, as studying the experiences 
of the black African migrant women allows for a multilinked analysis and a new 
understanding of how habitus is produced as a reaction to both gendered and racialized 
encounters across different fields.  
Habitus is a way of looking at data which renders the ‘taken-for-granted’ 
problematic. It suggests a whole range of questions not necessarily addressed 
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in empirical research: How well adapted is the individual to the context they 
find themselves in? How does personal history shape their responses to the 
contemporary setting? What subjective vocations do they bring to present and 
how are they manifested? Are structural effects visible within small scale 
interactions? What is the meaning of non-verbal behaviour as well as 
individuals’ use of language? These questions clearly raise issues of gender 
and ‘race’ alongside those of social class. (Reay, 1995a, p. 369). 
 
Therefore, habitus can be used to uncover how class, ‘race’ and gender are embodied 
and played out not only in an individual’s actions and attitudes, but also in a whole 
range of bodily gestures (Connolly, 1998; Reay, 1995a, 1995b, 1997). It can also 
provide a corrective to “sociologically naive claims about transformation of social (and 
sexual) identities” by highlighting the rootedness of class, gender and ethnic division 
(McNay, 1999, p. 106).  
While most criticisms of habitus invoke structuralism or determination 
(Alexander, 1995; Jenkins, 1992), some of Bourdieu’s texts provide more space for 
agency than others. As McNay (2001, p. 146) asserts, “there has been an increasing 
emphasis in Bourdieu’s more recent work on moments of misalignment and tension 
between habitus and field, which may give rise to social change.” There is significant 
tension between the black African migrant women and the Australian social and 
employment fields that forced most of the women in this study to either give up or 
advocate for change. 
Often the movement of habitus across a new, unfamiliar field resulted in “a 
habitus divided against itself, in constant negotiation with itself and its ambivalences, 
and therefore doomed to a kind of duplication, to a double perception of the self, to 
successive allegiances and multiple identities” (Bourdieu, 1996b, p. 511). 
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Reay (2004) claims that habitus is a method. This is how Bourdieu describes 
his concepts: 
The main thing is that they are not to be conceptualized as much as ideas, on 
that level, but as a method. The core of my work lies in the method and a way 
of thinking. To be more precise, my method is a manner of asking questions 
rather than just ideas. This, I think is a critical point (Bourdieu as cited in 
Mahar, 1990). 
 
However, the emphasis here is that habitus is primarily a conceptual tool to be used in 
empirical research, rather than an idea to be debated in texts. Moreover, habitus is less 
problematic when viewed more fluidly as both method and theory: a way of 
understanding the world. Bourdieu envisages his concepts in a continual process of 
being reworked. “Habitus provides a method for simultaneously analysing the 
experiences of social agents and… the objective structures which make this experience 
possible” (Bourdieu, 1988, p. 782). 
Habitus expresses “‘how individuals become themselves and the ways in which 
those individuals engage in practices” (Webb et al., 2002, p. xii). It consists of a 
“system of lasting and transposable dispositions which, integrating past experiences, 
functions at every moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations and actions and 
makes possible the achievement of infinitely diversified tasks” (Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 1992, p. 18).  It is not a uniformly imposed and fixed way of being, but a 
‘generative structure’ formed in a dynamic relation with specific social fields (McNay, 
1999). Bourdieu describes interactions with the field as a matter of learning the ‘rules 
of the game’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  The black African women in this study 
realise that the rules for engaging in the Australian employment market are 
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complicated, so they must generate a ‘strategy’ and re-convert to other employment 
fields. 
2.5 Re-conversion 
 
This research is not only interested in the difficulties and constraints that 
African migrants face in the process of seeking employment in Australia. It will also 
explore how the women who did not succeed in gaining employment in their qualified 
areas exchanged and re-converted various forms of social, cultural, linguistic and 
economic capital to assist in the process of securing employment in Australia. 
Bourdieu describes re-conversion strategy as: 
The set of outwardly very different practices whereby individuals or families 
tend, unconsciously or consciously, to maintain or increase their assets and 
consequently to maintain or improve their position in the class 
structure…(and) an aspect of the permanent actions and reactions whereby 
each group strives to maintain or change its position in the social structure, 
or, more precisely - at a stage in evolution of class societies in which one can 
conserve only by changing to change so as to conserve (Bourdieu as cited in 
Sik, 1994, p. 1). 
 
Bourdieu (2010) argues that “re-conversion/reproduction strategies constitute 
a system which, being the product of a single unifying, generative principle, tends to 
function and change in a systematic way” (p. 125). He states that: 
Through the mediation of the disposition towards the future, which is itself 
determined by the group’s objective chances of reproduction, these strategies 
depend, first on the volume and composition of capital to be reproduced; and 
secondly, on the state of instruments of reproduction (inheritance law and 
custom, the labour market, the educational system etc.), which itself depends 
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on the state of power relations between the classes. Any change in either the 
instruments of reproduction or the state of the capital to be reproduced 
therefore leads to a re-structuring of the system of reproduction - that is re-
conversion (Bourdieu, 2010, p. 125). 
 
The re-conversion of capital held in one form to another, more accessible, more 
profitable or more legitimate form tends to induce a transformation of asset structure. 
Bourdieu (2010, p. 131) argues that, “these re-conversions correspond to movements 
in a social space which has nothing in common with the unreal and yet naively realistic 
space of so called ‘social mobility’ studies.” This is true whenever ‘agents’, and in this 
case African migrant women, can maintain their position in the social 
structure/employment field by means of a shift into a new condition: for example, the 
shift from being a nurse’s aide to being a registered nurse or from cleaner to engineer. 
This study explores the ways in which African women in this sample deploy 
the social, cultural, linguistic and economic capital they possess. In Distinction, 
Bourdieu (2010) provides a concept that operationalises field, habitus and capital to 
understand agency and its specific limitations. This is called the strategy of re-
conversion and in this study it applies to how African women re-convert their capitals 
within the Australian context.   
Re-conversion strategy is migrants’ habitus taking a different practical form 
when combined with agency. Migrant women in this study are trying to improve their 
assets within the fields: in this case, the fields of Australian society and its job markets.  
Therefore, when unable to find work in the areas for which they are qualified or in 
their career of interest, they try to ‘re-convert’ to other jobs or careers. According to 
Bourdieu (2010), the social space, being structured in two dimensions (overall capital 
volume and dominant/dominated capital), allows two types of movement, which 
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traditional mobility studies confuse although they are no way equivalent and unequally 
probable:  
Vertical movements, upwards or downwards, in the same vertical sector, that 
is in the same field (from school teacher to professor, or from small business 
man to big businessman); and transverse movements, from one field to 
another, which may occur either vertical or horizontally (a school teacher, or 
his son, becomes an industrialist). Vertical movements are the most frequent 
ones and only require an increase in the volume of the type of capital already 
dominant in the asset structure, and therefore a movement in the structure of 
the distribution of the total capital that takes the form of movement within a 
field (business field, academic field, administrative field, medical field etc.) 
(p.126). 
 
Most of the African women interviewed have experienced ‘transverse 
movement’.  The majority of them have changed or shifted from being engineers, 
teachers and other professionals into the nursing industry. Bourdieu (2010) explains 
that transverse movements entail a shift into another field and the re-conversion “of 
one type of capital into another or of one sub-type into another sub-type (for example, 
from landowning to industrial capital or from literature to economics) and therefore 
are a transformation of asset structure which protects overall capital volume and 
maintains position in the vertical dimension” (p. 126).  
         However, one could argue that the ‘transverse movement’ made by the African 
migrant women may be regarded as downward and not upward. According to Bourdieu 
(2010), “the re-conversion of the capital held in one form to another more accessible, 
more profitable or more legitimate form tends to induce a transformation of asset 
structure” (p. 125). Most of the African women are still struggling and their social and 
economic capital do not seem to have been maintained or increased and, consequently, 
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their position within the class structure remains unchanged (not improved) when 
compared to their employment experiences from their countries of origin. This is an 
example of what the women face in deploying the social, cultural, linguistic and 
economic capital they possess and how they re-convert this capital within the 
Australian context. 
2.6 Usefulness and Limitations of Bourdieu’s Concepts 
 
For Bourdieu, the goal of sociological research is to uncover the most deeply 
buried structures of the different social worlds that make up the social universe, as well 
as the ‘mechanisms’ that tend to ensure their reproduction or transformation 
(Bourdieu, 1996, p. 1). According to Reay (2004, p. 431): 
This a very different agenda and terminology to that of much contemporary 
educational research, which tends to view any focus on structure and 
mechanism as part of discredited Marxist research agenda. However, while 
Bourdieu recognizes the contribution Marxism made to his work, his own 
theoretical framework is a complex drawing on ideas of not only Marx, but 
Weber, Durkheim and Merleau-Ponty, plus a great deal of conceptual 
development that is distinctly his own. 
 
Bourdieu’s conceptual framework is unique indeed and if not used properly, 
for example, by introducing the concepts before the introduction of any of the data, it 
means that “Bourdieu’s challenge to use the concept as a way of interrogating data is 
ignored and the concept becomes an explanation of data rather than a way of working 
with it” (Reay, 2004, p. 440). In contrast, in an earlier paper (Reay, 1997) explained, 
“I work with notions of habitus as both embodied and as a complex interplay between 
past and present” (as cited in Reay, 2004, p. 440).  
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Unlike cultural capital, habitus has been subject to wide spread criticism 
mainly on the latent determinism. However, this ironic in the view of Bourdieu’s 
rationale for developing the concept. Habitus then is a conceptual tool that Bourdieu 
uses within his methodological framework of structuralist constructivism, an attempt 
to reconcile these dualisms (Bourdieu 1985a). Bourdieu continued throughout his 
career to challenge the view of habitus as a form of determinism asserting that habitus 
offers the only durable form of freedom (Reay 2004). 
As Sayer (2004) points out, one of the most distinctive yet unremarked features 
of Bourdieu’s theoretical framework ‘is that the most widely studied form of division, 
domination and exclusion in social research-most obviously racism and sexism, but 
also ageism, homophobia, disabilism-only enter as incidental modifiers if at all’.  Yet, 
habitus can be used to focus on the ways in which the socially advantaged and 
disadvantaged play out attitudes of cultural superiority and inferiority ingrained in 
their habitus in daily interactions. 
Despite several criticisms of his work (Archer, 2003; Crossly, 1999; Farnell, 
2000; Sayer, 2004 and many others) Bourdieu sees some criticism as as positive 
outcomes which can be attributed to his work and describes his concepts as “open 
concepts designed to guide empirical work” (Bourdieu, 1990b, p. 107).    However, a 
great deal of educational research references habitus, instead of working with the 
concept as Bourdieu advocates. To reiterate Bourdieu’s words, “one cannot grasp the 
most profound logic of the social world unless one becomes immersed in the 
specificity of an empirical reality” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 271). Having experienced 
migration and its consequences, I can also agree and argue that it is impossible for one 
to understand why some migrants make certain choices and act the way they do 
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without actually experiencing that same scenario, as confirmed by Bourdieu’s previous 
comment. 
Black African women’s inability to break through the employment system in 
Australia has a number of causative factors including their pre- and post-migration 
experiences, age and length of stay in the receiving country. Micro-empirical research 
has yielded valuable insights into the importance of human capital factors (i.e., 
education, skills, work experience), as well as age and lengths of stay in the receiving 
countries, in affecting the economic integration of immigrants and their children 
(Chiswick & Miller, 2001; Crul & Vermeulen, 2003). In addition to the macro level 
(i.e., social, economic, cultural and political) characteristics of their original societies, 
individual migration motives have been increasingly recognized as important 
determinants of the immigrants’ integration (Fokkema & De Haas, 2015). 
There is an overall scarcity of empirical work that systematically explores the 
determinant of sociocultural integration, and few studies simultaneously study pre- and 
post-migration contextual determinants of migrants’ sociocultural integration beyond 
individual background characteristics such as gender and education (Fokkema & De 
Haas, 2015, p. 5). Fokkema and De Haas (2015) assume that migration motives, 
particularly the degree and type of advance information migrants might have about 
receiving societies, age at time of migration and prior migration experience, affect their 
levels of sociocultural integration.  
2.7 Discussion and Conclusion 
 
This chapter has introduced Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of social practice as the 
theoretical framework for this research study. Bourdieu views the class structure of a 
social formation as an objective network of positions that are systematically related to 
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one another in terms of distribution of cultural and economic capital across 
occupational locations. In this context, the term is meant to recall a battlefield or a 
playing field, and more specifically, the fact that the individuals who confront one 
another will enter into conflict or competition with one another, each from a more or 
less advantageous position (Bourdieu & Wacquant 1992, pp. 16-18).  
Habitus is used as a concept and method of understanding the migrant women’s 
experiences, which begin in their country of origin and include the time spent in their 
destination country, Australia. In this study, the migrant women’s data show how 
habitus operates both on conscious and unconscious levels when interacting with the 
employment fields:  
Habitus operates at an unconscious level unless individuals confront events 
that cause self-questioning, whereupon habitus begins to operate at the level 
of consciousness and the person develops new facets of the self. Such 
disjuncture between habitus and field occur for Bourdieu when individuals 
with a well-developed habitus find themselves in different fields or different 
parts of the same social fields (Reay, 2004, pp. 437-438). 
 
Habitus reveals unequal power relations in the field that places migrant women 
in a disadvantaged position. The migrant women use their economic, social and 
cultural capital to interact and negotiate with those more powerful in the field, but 
when failing to negotiate, the migrant women come to a place of ‘self-realization’ or 
what Mu (2015) calls “habitus realization” where they exercise agency, and examples 
of re-conversion include shifting from engineering to other fields such as nursing. Re-
conversion strategy is applied when habitus operates on both unconscious and 
conscious levels. It is evident when an individual African migrant must make an effort 
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to maintain or increase their assets and consequently maintain or improve their position 
in the class structure. 
In fact, it is the ‘re-conversion’ that the researcher seeks to emphasise in this 
study. The women in this study are strong, courageous and resilient individuals, so 
when unable to compete or negotiate their capital in the Australian employment fields, 
they generate a strategy, apply agency and conversion. They are not static but 
transformative agents full of aspiration and hope for the future. The use of Bourdieu’s 
re-conversion concept in this study distinguishes it from others that focus on capital, 
field and habitus. 
The stories of re-conversion strategies and resilience from the African women 
in this study may encourage, and constitute an inspiring resource for, others who 
follow in their steps as they attempt to break through the employment barriers, and 
they may be useful in recommending policy responses. In the next chapter, the research 
literature will be examined and discussed in order to understand the literature on 
migration and down-skilling in Australia and globally.         
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3: Review of Literature 
Introduction 
The proposed research focuses on the difficulties that highly qualified African 
women migrants face entering the labour market after arriving in Australia. As the 
literature review provided here indicates, down-skilling is a common experience for 
both male and female immigrants. However, the existing literature has largely failed 
to examine the experiences of highly skilled African women as they strive to enter the 
Australian labour market, and in particular, as they seek to gain positions for which 
they are fully qualified. Moreover, the literature does not show how skilled black 
African women negotiate their social, economic, cultural and linguistic capital in 
Australian labour fields. This research study enables an understanding of how the 
women apply a strategy and re-convert to other fields after failing to break into their 
qualified area. Re-conversion is one of Pierre Bourdieu’s (2010) concepts that I believe 
is underutilized and under-represented in the academic literature about education.  
Globalization plays a major role in the mobility of highly skilled workers. 
Globalization seems to assist the transfer of skilled labour across dispersed 
communities and labour markets (Aure, 2013). Therefore, highly skilled mobility is 
one characteristic of globalization. The Norwegian government (2009) states that 
future development of the Artic will rely heavily on immigration of a highly skilled 
labour force (as cited in Aure, 2013). Highly skilled migration of black African women 
is significant to the global economy and as discussed in Chapter One, it has an impact 
on human resources and human capital. The United Nations Secretary-General, Ban 
Ki-moon, stated that it is essential to “draw on the enormous benefits that migration 
can bring to create a so-called ‘triple win’” (UN, 2008). ‘Triple win’ is the movement 
of skills and qualifications for the benefit of the individuals, their countries of origin 
and destinations (Aure, 2013). Attracting and keeping highly skilled labour are key 
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factors in the policies of many countries (Aure, 2013; Csedo, 2008; Regets, 2007). In 
his work on the relationship between migration and development, Castle (2009) argues 
that “development policies cannot quickly reduce international migration, because a 
higher level of development brings more mobility, not less - at least for a considerable 
period” (p. 2). 
Migration policies play a significant role in shaping migrants’ abilities to 
migrate, their settlement experiences and their employment outcomes. In spite of the 
global financial crisis and the pressures in some countries to construct barriers to 
restrict inward migration (Tilly, 2011; Webb, 2015), migration flows show no sign of 
ceasing temporarily or permanently. Australia has taken a demand-led approach to 
migration (Webb, 2015). It is reported that since the mid-1990s, Australia has 
“prioritized attracting skilled migrants, often from poorer countries where tertiary 
education is developing, but the labour market demand for their graduates is relatively 
weak” (Webb, 2015, p. 26). However, in recent years, women have formed the 
majority of these labour-market migrants, particularly where there is an increasing 
demand for workers in the health and education professions (Cuban, 2013; Kofman & 
Raghuram, 2005; Webb, 2015). However, in spite of this feminization of migration 
(Castles & Miller, 2009), the literature on skilled migration focuses largely on male 
migration; “women disappear or they are relegated to the family reunion flow” 
(Kofman & Raghuram, 2005, p. 149). The experiences of black African women in this 
study contribute to the literature gap around female migration and how they negotiate 
within the Australian labour market. This study also documents the re-conversion 
stories and strategies deployed by the women after encountering barriers in the 
Australian employment fields. 
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Furthermore, since 2004, Australian migration policy at both state and federal 
levels has encouraged skilled migrants to settle in regional areas outside capital cities 
to fill skill shortages, to assist regional economic development and to re-direct new 
settlers away from congested cities (Cully, 2010; Phillips & Spinks, 2012; Webb, 
2015). Webb (2015) challenges the “discretionary migration policies that presume a 
simple relationship between skills and their utilization in the knowledge economies” 
(p. 27). Migration is a complex process that is also gendered and racialized. This study 
also seeks to address the knowledge gap surrounding black African migrant women’s 
racialized and gendered experiences.  
The “feminization of migration” (Webb, 2015, p. 27) has gained attention from 
a number of researchers and scholars who have called for more in-depth understanding 
of women and migration (Donato et al., 2006). The “attention has turned to how 
migration both reproduces existing gender inequalities and produces new gendered 
positions and identities” (Webb, 2015, p. 27).  
Currently, it is noted that “feminist researchers have shifted their focus from 
studies of families and households and have begun to acknowledge the growing 
phenomena of women as economic migrants and the role of skills and learning in 
migration” (Webb, 2015, p. 28). For example, Dumont, Martin, & Spielvogel observed 
that (as cited in Webb 2015, p. 28): 
 Since it has been recognised that skilled female migration to OECD countries 
almost matches that of men and through remittances, women are contributing 
to the economic and social development of their home country, gender has 
been identified as the neglected dimension of the brain drain.  
 
Skilled black African women experience a number of issues in the host 
countries, including downward career mobility, and re-orientations away from 
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previous professional careers to new positions of immersion in the family and caring 
for children reveal the difficulties skilled women migrants face in making their way in 
the gendered and racialized orders (Webb, 20150).  In the context of women and 
migration, intersectionality is a well-used concept because it has provided a framework 
for recognizing that migrant ethnic women experience multiple processes of 
discrimination and disadvantage (Syed & Murray, 2009). This research study agrees 
with Webb (2015), who argues that: 
Gender, ethnicity, language and global hierarchies of education and 
qualifications are some of the contingent relationships that have been shown 
to mutually shape the unequal opportunities, outcomes and multiple identities 
of migrants (p. 28). 
 
Intersectionality refers to the idea that gendered processes do not work in isolation 
from cultural production and power relationship formation, but intersect with other 
processes that form inequalities and exclusions, such as ‘race’ and class (Acker, 2012). 
For the purpose of this research study, the understanding of intersectionality is 
informed by Walby’s (2009) critical realism and complex insights, which focus on 
intersectionality as sets of unequal social relations, regimes and social systems that are 
mutually shaped by “the actions of the powerful, as well as of the disadvantaged” 
(Walby, Armstrong, & Strid, 2012, p. 236). 
However, female migration is still insufficiently researched. Despite increasing 
scholarly development on the nature of gendered migration and the contribution of 
female migrants to both the sending and receiving countries, researchers have argued 
that understandings of the experience of highly skilled female migrants are generally 
under-represented (Donato et al., 2006; Meares, 2010; Webb, 2015). However, this 
study of black African women and their prior and pre-migration stories reveals their 
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hidden voices, helps bridge some of the literature gaps, and produces new learnings 
and perspectives. A study by Merit Aure (2013) found that gendered expectations and 
norms affect both women’s and men’s participation in the labour market. The study 
shows how both the scale and structure of a local labour market are important in 
understanding exclusion processes and that “going beyond language proficiency, 
localised knowledge and access to a local non-migrant network seem necessary to 
make skills relevant” (p. 275). 
Although down-skilling is a common experience among many African 
migrants, African women migrants face a particularly high level of down-skilling here 
in Australia. Dumont and Liebig’s (2005) study on migrant women published by the 
OECD clearly demonstrates the reality of down-skilling. Even though women seem to 
be more negatively affected than men, it is evident that highly qualified African 
migrant men and women all struggle to break through employment barriers and 
negotiate inequalities and cultural differences in their destination countries. According 
to Hawthorne (1997), migrants experience both direct and indirect labour market 
discrimination as highlighted in the case studies of the experiences of qualified 
migrants, including doctors, medical professionals and engineers, in Australia. 
This chapter will examine and review the relevant literature on the migration 
and down-skilling of migrants in Australia and other Western countries. It will also 
attempt to identify the literature gaps on skilled migration, specifically regarding the 
down-skilling of black African migrant women in Australia, and justify the case for 
this research study. In the next section, the issues faced by immigrants around the 
world will be discussed in order to provide a picture of migrants’ experiences 
elsewhere, before examining the issues facing African women migrants in Australia 
and their dilemma of down-skilling. 
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3.1  Down-Skilling: A Common Global Migrant Experience 
 
Down-skilling is a common experience for most skilled men and women who 
are migrants. Migration has long been an important part of human history (Castles & 
Miller, 2003). However, an increase in the volume and significance of migration flows 
has made international migration a defining characteristic of social life in the late 20th 
and early 21st centuries (Benmayor & Skotnes; Castles & Miller, 2003; Piper, 2006). 
With respect to the increase in volume, the United Nations Population Division (2005) 
estimates that the number of migrants has more than doubled in the last 30 years to 
191 million worldwide (as cited in Meares, 2007). 
International migration has grown substantially in the past 20 years as more 
countries have been incorporated into a global migration system. This has resulted in 
greater interdependence, differentiation and stratification in an unequal world such that 
the developed countries have attracted more migrants from developing countries whilst 
implementing more restrictive immigration policies. Furthermore, as an integral part 
of the globalization process, international migration disrupts and realigns the 
demographic, economic and social structures of both sending and receiving countries 
(Castles & Miller, 2005). This disruption constitutes the social transformation of 
individual nation states, affecting national identity, social cohesion and ‘‘race’’ 
relations (Castles & Miller, 2005). 
Although migrant women’s educational levels are only slightly lower than 
men’s,they form a minority of the highly skilled migrant group. That is, most highly 
skilled migrants are male. At the same time, migrant women have been relatively 
under-studied, according to Kofman and Raghuram (2010), who state that: 
Academic research and media stories of migrant women’s employment 
usually focus on migrant women who enter the lesser skilled sectors of the 
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labour market, such as sex work, domestic work and more recently care-work, 
and ignore the many other sectors of the labour market where women are also 
present (p.55).  
 
In contrast, most of the literature on skilled migration pays attention to the 
contribution of skilled migrants to the knowledge economy and in particular the 
science, information technology, financial and managerial sectors, which are regarded 
as the most  driving forces behind global wealth creation. These occupations are the 
most valued in monetary terms and are consequently also designated as highly skilled, 
rather than just skilled, and are therefore “increasingly prioritized in immigration 
policies in European states such as Germany, Netherlands and the UK” (Kofman & 
Raghuram, 2010, p. 55). 
In most countries, the highly skilled fields, such as science, information 
technology, and the financial and managerial sectors, tend to be dominated by males. 
Skilled female migrants tend to be concentrated in female-dominated fields such as 
education, health, childcare and social work, which are regulated by professional 
bodies and states and often classified as skilled, rather than highly skilled (Kofman & 
Raghuram, 2010). In Northern or Central European countries, there are relatively high 
rates of female skilled migrants amongst the foreign-born. At the other extreme, due 
to high levels of deskilling, migrant women in most Southern European countries are 
concentrated in less-skilled sectors and there are markedly lower proportions of 
migrant women in skilled occupations. 
Evans, Herbert, May Mcllwaine and Wills (2006) state that new analyses of 
the Labour Force Survey suggest that alongside the growing number of professional 
and managerial jobs in London, there has also been a small but significant rise in the 
number of low-paid jobs (Goos & Manning, 2005). Combined with this increase, rising 
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levels of immigration have resulted in a dramatic increase in the size of London’s 
foreign-born population. As a result, a disproportionate number of London’s low-paid 
jobs are now filled by foreign-born migrants (Spence, 2005).  
Using in-depth interviews with Chinese women and survey data from the 
Australian government in her study, Ho (2004) found that in Australia, migrant women 
often experience downward occupational mobility and a re-orientation away from paid 
work towards jobs in the domestic sphere, such as childcare, nursing, and cleaning. 
Latin American and Caribbean (LAC) migration to Europe has grown rapidly 
in the past few years, and has exceeded LAC migration to North America. Spain is the 
preferred destination of LAC migrants with about 840,000 LAC-born residents in 
2001. This represents a large increase over previous years (Kofman, 2006). Whilst 
many migrant streams have typically had a substantial female component, it is only in 
the past two decades that labour migration has become increasingly feminized 
(Kofman, 2006, p. 2). This could be due to the increased influence on human and 
women’s rights from Western countries in the past few decades. Other influences 
include an increase in the demand for service-oriented labour, including childcare, 
domestic workers and maids. Moreover, female migration was traditionally dominated 
by family migration. Female migration is also growing in the countries of Southern 
Europe, where women as lead migrants precede their spouses (Kofman, 2006, p. 2). 
Thobani (Cited in Meares, 2007) performed gender analyses of Canada’s 
immigration selection policies, noting the association of the family category with 
women and the economic category with men. She maintains that “the family category 
has… been ideologically constructed as a feminine one, with the consequence that the 
economic contributions made by its members are rendered invisible by the official 
categorization” (as cited in Meares, 2007, p. 34). Similarly, Fitzpatrick claims that 
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migration policies in the United States are framed to have diverse gender-specific 
effects. She indicates two separate legislation programs that operated to the distinct 
disadvantage of migrant women (as cited in Meares, 2007, p. 34). Both professional 
migrant men and women around the world experience down-skilling. However, 
women seem to be more affected due to a number of factors, some of which are 
outlined in the following section. 
3.2  A Feminist Political Economy of Skilled African Women 
 
Immigration regulations have considerable influence on skilled women’s 
ability to migrate. Canada and Australia are global examples of nation-building 
through government planned and administered economies as well as family and 
humanitarian migration programs. According to Miller, by 2005, Australia included 
the world’s highest percentage of foreign-born residents (24.6% of the population, 
with over 240 nationalities), followed by Canada at 19.2% and the US at 11.7% (as 
cited in Hawthorne, 2007, p. 1). In comparison, Hawthorne (2007) found that in 
Canada, employment outcomes were consistently worse for migrant women in 
generally qualified fields. For example, in management and commerce, 49% of 
migrant females had secured professional or managerial work, compared to 61% of 
migrant males, 68% of Canadian-born females and 73% of Canadian-born males. 
Highly comparable trends were evident for migrant women in Australia. For example, 
57% of migrant female IT professionals had secured professional and managerial 
employment, compared to 67% of Australian-born females and 78% of Australian-
born males. Once again, outcomes were found to be inferior for migrant women in 
generic fields (Hawthorne, 2007, p. 77). 
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The concept of global chains of care has in a very short time become influential 
in explaining the feminization of migration through the internationalization of care. 
Hochschild defines them as “a series of personal links between people across the globe, 
based on the paid or unpaid work of caring” (as cited in Kofman, 2006, p. 4). Tronto 
(2011) argues that as soon as we are attentive to the nature of care, and to the 
requirements of a ‘feminist democratic’ ethics of care, then we recognize the ethical 
seriousness of care work within whatever else we might want to discuss in the global 
political economy. Tronto (2011) describes a feminist democratic ethic of the carer 
along the dimension of its ontological, epistemological, ethical and political contours. 
Australian employment policies and other job market systems must take into account 
the needs of African migrants, and in this case African migrant women. Tronto (2011) 
argues that a “caring democracy thus requires a commitment to genuine equality of 
power and voice, and the capacity for a meaningful democratic discussion of the nature 
of responsibility in the society” (p. 166). 
Tronto (2011) also addresses the question of privatised neo-colonialism. She 
places the migrants and the global economy issues in the context of colonialism and 
neo-colonialism. Tronto (2011) argues that although economic factors play a crucial 
role in global emigration, the economic contribution migrants bring into the countries 
they migrate into does not change the political attitude of the host country, hence 
migrants find themselves being unfairly treated.  Tronto (2011) propounds that the 
movement of skilled emigrants from developing countries to developed ones 
negatively impacts on the countries people emigrate from, hence creating global 
economic inequality and underdevelopment.  
Although Fraser argues that the “key to achieving gender equity in the post-
industrial welfare state, then, is to make women’s current life-patterns the norm for 
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everyone” (as cited in Tronto, 2011, p. 176) Tronto’s (2011) critics say that it is 
impossible to achieve norms that would apply to every woman in every country. Fraser 
dismisses the fact that “women’s current life-patterns” involve a great deal of 
unofficial employment, indirect, intra-gender exploitation and domination. This means 
women are a special group facing unique experiences with multiple disadvantages that 
may not even be recorded in the current literature. It seems that Fraser takes a 
universalist approach to women’s experiences. The experience of black African 
migrants is unique, as it is socially constructed by pre- and post-migration gender 
practices that favour men over women. Black African women face multiple 
disadvantages as women of colour, as an ethnic minority, and as migrants. Tronto’s 
(2011) argument substantially expands the meaning of citizen. Tronto’s hopes that re-
visioning of citizenship will allow ‘those who were here first’ to see more clearly the 
limits of their own judgements as they look upon the ‘others’ in their midst. The neo-
colonial attitudes of one’s own superiority can be challenged only when people are 
able to recognise their own vulnerability as they go about their lives. Only then can we 
begin to accept the responsibility that connects our most intimate lives with the brutal 
forms of global inequality, from which people who live in the developed world benefit 
every day. 
Moreover, women’s roles at home need to be examined alongside their paid 
experience. Purkayashastha (2005) and Ho (2012) examine the relationship between 
patriarchal practices at home and the patriarchy and racism in the workplace. “Women 
have to manage a series of extra barriers in each arena of their lives: work, community, 
family, in order to rebuild their lives and careers” Purkayashastha (2005, p.195)  In 
addition to this cumulative gender disadvantage, the current literature and this author’s 
own personal experience support the view that African women’s gender identity and 
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status before and during their migration continue to impact their career re-conversion 
relationship between patriarchy at home and in the work place. 
3.3 Down-Skilling of Migrants 
 
Hawthorne (1997) examines in retrospect two studies which report cases of 
direct and indirect labour market discrimination. In line with overall immigration 
policy,the last two decades have coincided with unprecedented levels of skilled 
immigration to Australia from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB), a trend 
exemplified within the engineering and health professions. Although Hawthorne 
(1997) uses the term ‘non-English speaking background’ (NESB), ‘culturally and 
linguistically diverse background’ (CALD)1 “is the most recent bureaucratic 
descriptor of migrants who arrive in Australia” (Hebbani & Colic-Peisker, 2012). Both 
direct and indirect labour market discrimination could result in significant down-
skilling of qualified migrants. 
First, Hawthorne (1997) conducted one case study on the indirect 
discrimination involved in qualification recognition of medical professionals, and a 
second case study concerning employment outcomes for individual migrant engineers 
over time, which resulted in statistically significant findings of direct racial 
discrimination. For example, “pre-migration, 69 per cent had expected to gain work 
within the first three months of arrival, but only one engineer achieved this goal or 
gained employment in engineering” (Hawthorne, 1997, p. 408). The pattern of 
increasing ethnic diversity occurred simultaneously in the following health 
professions: 17,603 nurses, 3,567 doctors and 804 dentists were approved to migrate 
                                                          
1 Culturally and Linguistically Diverse Background (CALD) is the most recent bureaucratic descriptor of 
migrants who arrive in Australia. 
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to Australia between 1982-83 and 1992-93 (Hawthorne, 1994b). Over this 10-year 
period, 60 migrant dentists arrived from Africa. 
Hawthorne (1997) argues that “the training, cultural background and linguistic 
capacity of the increasing proportion of health professionals from NESBs would be  
unfamiliar to Australian legislation bodies and employers” (p. 397), a factor that had 
clear ramifications for qualification recognition and subsequent employment. Though 
the majority of recently arrived skilled migrants have been categorized as NESB, the 
term masks highly differential levels of English. Substantial numbers of professionals 
from former Commonwealth countries and the Middle East, were virtual native 
speakers of English on their arrival in Australia, using variants differentiated from 
Australian norms by accent intonation. Many of these professionals had been wholly 
or partially educated in English, either within their country of origin or through 
completion of tertiary degrees in countries such as the UK or Australia (Shu & 
Hawthorne, 1996; Williams, 1989). 
The categories NESB and currently CALD may therefore signify cultural and 
racial differences in migrant professionals rather than substantial deficits in English, a 
point that has not been sufficiently stressed in Australian literature. Therefore, this is 
essential to bear in mind when examining employment outcomes. A critical issue for 
many skilled migrants may have been their positioning between immigration policy, 
which considered their qualifications as suitable for the purpose of migrating, and 
actual employer preferences. For example, when employers can choose among 
applicants, particularly during periods of weak labour market demand, they “may not 
view the skills that migrants have acquired overseas in the same light as similar skills 
acquired in Australia” (Bureau of Labour Market Research, 1986, p. 6). 
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Despite the evolution of anti-discrimination and equal opportunity legislation 
in Australia during the 1970s and 1980s (Niland & Champion, 1990), the onus of 
change and adaptation has so far rested primarily with immigrant job seekers. 
Incoming migrants are expected to strive for success by making “an active attempt to 
adapt their existing skills, acquire new skills, seek out job opportunities, and generally 
improve their knowledge of the Australian labour market” (BLMR, 1986, pp. 6-7). 
According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2008), inequality within 
labour markets generally occurs for one of two reasons. The first reason is the 
differences in human capital, including schooling, experiences, qualifications and 
language competence. The second is discrimination or “differential treatment” that is 
not justified by different levels of skill or qualification. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, in 1990, Blacket, Chairman of the Australian Medical 
Council’s Examination Committee, reported that people from NESBs who sat for 
medical exams had exceptionally high failure rates: 67% of Eastern European and 79% 
of certain non-Commonwealth Asian groups, compared with 39% of ESB doctors. 
Blacket readily ascribed this outcome to their presumed medical inferiority: “It is 
unrealistic to expect that most middle-aged foreign medical graduates who are poorly 
trained and had inappropriate postgraduate medical experience in a deprived 
environment will ever reach the professional standards of Australian-trained doctors” 
(1990, p. 129). 
A study conducted by Hawthorne between 1991 and 1994 (Hawthorne, 1994a) 
focused on the settlement and attempted labour market integration of 81 immigrant 
engineers who might reasonably be described as the “elite of Australia’s recent skilled 
migration program” (Hawthorne, 1997, p. 406). Before migrating to Australia, 69% of 
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the qualified engineers had expected to gain work within the first 3 months of arrival; 
however, only 1% achieved this in the field of engineering. 
Ethnicity proved to be the critical factor in overall employment outcomes of 
many engineers in Hawthorne’s (1997) study. For example, of the total 24 CALD 
engineers in full-time work by late 1992, 63% were European in origin, 25% from 
Asia and 13% were from the Middle East. According to Hawthorne (1997), engineers 
from CALD backgrounds identified five major barriers to professional employment: 
“lack of Australian experience, low English language proficiency, inappropriate job-
seeking strategies, differences in technological requirements and cross-cultural issues” 
(p. 408). 
By December 1992, 64% of all CALD engineers in the research sample 
remained unemployed. The majority chose to participate in further short- or long-term 
courses, despite repeated disappointments concerning previous outcomes. 
Participation was reported in order to maintain both morale and job-seeking focus. 
Although labour market programs funded by the Department of Education and 
Training were theoretically designed as ‘exit’ options, in practice, unemployed CALD 
engineers could submit repeat applications to the Commonwealth Employment 
Service, with the following typical “learning pathway”: English for engineers, 
followed by professional attachment, computer training courses, and further vocational 
access courses, with further professional attachments. 
 In a study conducted by Evans et al. (2005) on emigrants in the UK, a 37 year 
old Ghanaian named Kobena who emigrated to the UK in 2003, equipped with his 
undergraduate degree, had never worked in a profession he studied for at the university 
and has since stuck to working as an London Underground Railway cleaner in London. 
Kobena’s case represents the employment or labour market experiences of many 
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silenced African migrants, both in Australia and overseas. For example, in Australia, 
most qualified African migrant men and women find themselves working in areas or 
fields that do not correspond to their level of qualifications. This is evident in the 
numbers of nurses working as nurses’ aides and teachers employed as teachers’ aides 
(Kofman & Raghuram, 2010). Hall (1996) argues that being categorized in a particular 
‘race’ silences voices; the voices of human beings as unfit or disqualified as people 
through power operations. Expanding on Hall’s argument, Hawthorne’s (1997) 
research findings show that ethnicity proved to be the critical factor in overall 
employment outcomes of many engineers in the study. Hawthorne argued that most 
qualified migrants lack social capital, possess less power over employers, experience 
labour market discrimination and major down-skilling just because they are migrants. 
This author is inclined to agree with Birrell (1995), who argues that the “rights of the 
native-born exceeded those of incoming migrants” (p. 30). 
As described in Kobena’s case above, most skilled African migrant men and 
women experience down-skilling all around the world. For example, some qualified 
doctors and engineers work in lesser occupations including taxi driving, and other 
skilled African men are currently employed as care workers. Although down-skilling 
is a common experience among all migrants, women face a particularly high level of 
down-skilling, which will be explored in the next section. 
3.4 Feminist Standpoint’ of Female Migrants 
 
As previously mentioned, migrant men and women are both subjected to down-
skilling, but women seem to experience this process more than men (Kofman & 
Ranguram, 2010). The researcher, brings ‘a feminist standpoint’ as she travelled 
though literature on migration and processes of settlement and employment. The 
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researcher’s feminist standpoint was also strengthened as she collected and analysed 
rich data from the black African migrants who experienced gender inequality from 
their country of origin and in their country of destination. It is more evident that 
migration didn’t completely change their experiences of gender relations; for some, 
whilst in the country of destination, gender inequality is experienced both at home 
(division of domestic duties) and in wider society (un equal labour relations and pay 
gaps).   Kofman and Raghuram (2010) examined the presence of women in skilled 
high migration flows, in addition to examining the major reasons why skilled migrants 
have received little attention in academic migration literature and from policy makers. 
They found that the key issues affecting skilled migrant women included the ways in 
which immigration regulations shape gendered migratory flows, and in particular resist 
the proportion of women amongst the skilled and high levels of deskilling of migrant 
women with tertiary qualifications (Kofman & Ranguram, 2010). Female skilled 
migration is under-researched; Kofman and Raghuram (2010) argue that there are 
three major reasons for neglecting skilled migrant women. The first is that the literature 
on female migration has increasingly come to focus on their roles in the domestic and 
caring sectors. The growth of labour in residential homes has occurred across all types 
of European welfare regimes, and this could also be the case for Australia, New 
Zealand, Canada and USA, which could be encouraging their numbers in those 
industries to be higher and more obvious. Secondly, the economic benefits of 
migration are often only analyzed in the context of male-dominated occupations in 
knowledge-based industries such as finance, science and technology. The third reason 
is the unwarranted assumption that migrant women who are not employed in skilled 
sectors do not possess skills. 
66 | P a g e  
 
For example, Hardill (2002) explores the relationship between gender and 
employment in skilled dual-career migrants’ households in Canada, the United States 
and the United Kingdom. She describes changes in the structure of paid work, noting 
particularly those modifications affecting professional and managerial migrants. 
Hardill also points out the dynamic nature of the ‘postmodern family’, describing it as 
diverse, fluid and unresolved, with a broad range of kinship and gender relations. In 
most dual-career households, she claims, the husband or male partner’s career is 
prioritized. For those professional couples with children, it is women rather than men 
who adjust their working hours to accommodate their families and consequently put 
their careers on hold. 
Kofman and Ranguram (2010) argue that since the late 1990s, reduced 
investment by states including Australia, Canada and the UK in doctor, nurse and 
teacher training has led to significant shortages in the education, health and social work 
sectors that cannot be met locally, forcing these and other states to recruit labour from 
abroad. Therefore, women’s employment in these sectors has significantly contributed 
to altering the gender balance in skilled migration. Some of these sectors, such as 
nursing, employ large proportions of women. For example, over 90% of migrants in 
this sector are women and in many countries, this constitutes the largest single health 
profession (Kofman & Ranguram, 2010, p. 56). 
Reid (2005) stated that there have always been around one in five teachers in 
Australia who were educated overseas. During the 1970’s teacher shortage, a number 
of teachers migrated from the US to fill in teaching vacancies in Australia. Once again, 
Australia is currently encouraging immigrant teachers from a wide range of countries 
to fill vacancies in regional and rural areas as well as hard to staff subjects including 
science, mathematics and technology. 
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Reid, Collins and Singh’s (2009) study of migrant teachers, many of whom 
were women, found that the strengths that immigrant teachers bring to Australian 
schools are undervalued. The study, carried out in NSW, SA and WA, involved 
surveying 269 immigrant teachers about their experiences of migrating to Australia 
and working in schools, and also included in-depth interviews with 77 teachers to 
better understand their successes and difficulties. The aim was to advise education 
departments in each state and teacher unions in NSW and WA about the adequacy of 
existing policies and programs for migrant teachers. The research found a degree of 
lost opportunity and market failure. While many immigrant teachers were happy in 
Australian schools and found the pedagogical approaches in Australia better for 
students, they invariably had to accept lower pay and restricted opportunities for 
professional development. 
Elsewhere, Dumont and Liebig’s (2005) study on migrant women in the OECD 
clearly demonstrates that women were more likely to be overqualified for their jobs 
than men.  Most migrant women work at levels below their qualifications within the 
occupation, as mentioned above. Possible reasons for down-skilling of professional 
women who are working in sectors other than their original area of training include 
lack of recognition of their academic qualifications, lack of networking, lack of agency 
and inability to negotiate their capital in the countries of destination. These reasons 
suggest that female migrants face barriers that are unrelated to their individual 
education (Rubin et al., 2009). Moreover, the level of ‘brain waste’ (Kofman & 
Ranguram, 2010, p. 57), which refers to the underuse of the qualifications that 
migrants possess, was higher for women who migrated from non-OECD countries than 
for those who migrated within the OECD. Within Europe, women migrants from the 
Eastern European accession countries were also affected by down-skilling. 
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Down-skilling is particularly apparent in the highly-feminized sector of 
nursing. A study in the UK of international nurse recruits, mainly from Europe, 
Australia, Africa and the Philippines, revealed that many nurses felt that their skills 
were not appreciated or respected and that they confronted racism and xenophobia 
(Allan & Aggergaard Larsen, 2003). Nurses also experienced a considerable degree of 
downgrading of their skills as they entered the labour market at levels well below those 
that they occupied before migration. Down-skilling also operates among doctors. In 
the UK, this process is institutionalized through the creation of a cadre of posts 
whereby doctors work in hospitals but are not seen as independent operators. 
Overseas-qualified doctors dominate these grades; however, the level of down-skilling 
is higher among migrant women (Raghuram & Kofman, 2002). 
African migrant women experience inequality in the labour market due to their 
lack of Australian educational experience, lack of English language competence and 
discrimination based on ‘race’ and/or country of origin. Most qualified women lack 
agency or the capacity to negotiate and overcome the educational gaps and 
inequalities, and as a result, some tend to just ‘give up’ and choose to work as nursing 
assistants, cleaners or teachers’ aides. African migrant women have different cultural 
and linguistic capital. For example, English language barriers, different cultural 
practices and bi- or multi-lingual competence in more than one language are forms of 
capital that may or may not be valued in Australian labour markets. They also lack the 
social and cultural power that would enable them to compete and negotiate within 
Australian employment systems and job markets.  
Bourdieu (1977) states that it is having a different capital in family life that can 
oppress and marginalize women. He argues that capital can be divided into three 
categories: social, economic and cultural. Capital exists to reinforce and reproduce the 
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dominance of the ruling class. One could argue that most migrants lack power, and 
that the positioning of African migrant men and women in their destined countries’ 
labour markets has been socially and culturally constructed by their host countries’ 
society through immigration policies and employment agency practice. However, 
qualified African migrant women in Australia seem to be more disadvantaged than 
their male counterparts. Some women struggle to begin their ideal careers not only 
because of complex or inequitable employment Australian systems but also because 
of their positioning and experiences as women and mothers, as well as the gendered 
power relations within the family home (Meares, 2007). 
While some factors that lead to down-skilling of migrants are common to both 
men and women, there are factors that affect women more than men. For example, the 
ability to attend professional language courses may be more limited for women who 
have childcare responsibilities. The loss of social networks, both personal and 
professional, after migration can be worse for women if they also have less ability to 
locate and access new networks.  Women who need to re-skill or obtain accreditation 
may also be given less priority by families when there is gender hierarchy within 
households. Moreover, long periods out of the labour market and underemployment 
affect the self-esteem of migrants and increase the process of down-skilling.  
The issue of equal employment opportunity (EEO) and African migrants’ 
experiences in the Australian workforce is a recurrent concern for policy makers, 
employers and governments in Australia and globally. Despite governments’ efforts 
to develop job-ready programs, a number of migrants, in this case African migrant 
women, still experience difficulties breaking through employment barriers. The next 
section will briefly explore migration policies in Australia. 
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3.5  Australian Migration Policies 
 
The literature and immigration data show that immigration to Australia is a 
highly planned and controlled process (Hugo, 2009, 2011). In the 1950s, 60s and 70s, 
the imperatives of Australian immigration policy were both economic and 
demographic. One could argue that the differential treatment and experiences of black 
African migrants in Australia has a strong connection with the White Australia policy 
of the 70s. Tavan (2010) argues that: 
 the White Australia policy was both an immigration policy and a 
nationalist doctrine which reflected Australia's desire to maintain itself as a 
white, British nation. Its abolition in 1973 created the conditions for the 
multicultural society Australia has become. Nevertheless, sporadic 
immigration controversies during the past two decades suggest the residual 
influence of this doctrine. Some commentators even claim that contemporary 
conflicts are the legacy of a reform process implemented by political leaders 
without the knowledge and consent of the Australian people (p.109).  
However, there were massive labour shortages in the post-war boom period 
and skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled labour was needed for massive growth in 
manufacturing, large public works programs and agriculture, amongst others. 
Currently, one could argue that existing trends and migration policies in 
Australia (e.g. temporary visas) are predominantly driven by skills and labour that are 
in demand. In addition to the economic category, substantial numbers of degree-
qualified migrants have reached Australia via family reunion and humanitarian 
categories (Kofman & Raghuram, 2010). Although Australia admits immigrants with 
a focus on skills in demand with the goal of meeting high skilled job requirements, 
many skilled migrants cannot break through employment barriers in the areas or fields 
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that correspond to their qualifications. For example, overseas-qualified teachers are 
often unable to access work as teachers and find themselves in less-qualified positions 
such as teachers’ aides or childcare workers (Kofman & Raghuram, 2010). Moreover, 
migrant teachers experience down-skilling and/or labour market discrimination as 
indicated in Reid’s study from 2007 to 2009, that demonstrated how migrant teachers 
invariably had to accept lower pay and restricted opportunities for professional 
development. 
Migration policies and practices are fundamentally affected by ideas about 
gender (Mahler & Pessar, 2006). In turn, gendered legislative frameworks 
differentially affect the course and outcomes of women’s and men’s migration 
experiences (Fitzpatrick, 1997). These studies have also contributed to our 
understanding of the gendered causes and consequences of migration policy and 
practice. For example, Fincher, Foster and Wilmot (1994) reveal that Australian 
selection processes rest either on definitions and understandings of skill that are 
gender-biased, or on the expectation that women enter Australia as dependent family 
members. Fincher (1997) discusses the function of migration selection policies in 
Australian nation building over the last five decades, and concludes that these policies 
are both gendered and racialized. Migrant women are defined and classified as spouses 
and/or dependants of their male partners. 
Although males form the majority of principal applicants in Australia’s general 
skilled migration category (64%), with the requirement that the skilled visa applicant 
must be under 45 years of age, there is a high probability that these male applicants 
will have a spouse or partner and dependent children aged under 18 (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, 2010b). Interestingly, the number of women who are primary visa holders 
under skilled migrant categories is growing and approaching the number of male 
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primary applicants, but still the majority of skilled women migrants enter Australia as 
secondary applicants and many are well educated and skilled in their own right (ABS, 
2009b, 2010b; Hawthorne, 2011). Census data and recent commentary on these 
datasets suggest that the skills of migrants, and in particular those of secondary 
applicants, who are often women, are underutilized due to many migrant women being 
under- or unemployed (ABS, 2009a, 2009b, 2010a, 2010b; Hugo, 2008; Rance, 2011). 
For example, 37% of secondary applicants to Australia had not worked since arrival 
compared with 21% of primary applicants; a higher proportion of female skilled 
migrants (either primary or secondary) were in part-time jobs compared with male 
migrants; secondary applicants took much longer to find a job compared with skilled 
primary applicants; and a large proportion (40%) of female skilled migrants over 15 
years of age (the majority of whom were secondary migrants) were studying at an 
educational institution (ABS, 2010b). Moreover, as the ethnic diversity of immigrant 
populations has shifted, quantitative research has highlighted the de-skilling of 
immigrant professionals, particularly people of colour, or ‘visible’ migrants from 
countries where English is not the main language, which is similar to what has 
happened in Canada (Colic-Peisker, 2011; Colic-Peisker & Tilbury 2007; Li, 2001; 
Reitz, 2001). In this increasingly culturally diverse society and ‘patchwork economy’ 
in which some people and regions are doing well and others less so (Daley & Lancy, 
2011), the difficulties and exclusions that some skilled migrants encounter in gaining 
employment related to their tertiary qualifications have not been focused upon by 
education policies.  
It seems that some of the migration policies above also recognized that female 
migrant workers may experience more disadvantages and discrimination at all stages 
of the immigration process due to the employment categories/sectors offered, 
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educational requirements, stereotyping and discrimination, which is further magnified 
by the intersectional interplay of ‘race’, age, class and ethnicity (Objective Structured 
Clinical Examination, 2009). Migration policies also play a significant role in the 
future de-skilling of both men and migrant women. 
 
3.6  Migration from Africa to Australia 
African migration to Australia has a long history.  It has its roots in the ‘White 
Australia’ policy of the 1970s, which prevented black Africans from entering Australia 
until recent years when black Africans were eventually allowed to enter Australia via 
skilled migration, humanitarian and other forms of visas. Since 2000, Australia has 
accepted refugees from Africa in accordance with priorities of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). By 2005-06, people from Africa comprised of 
the 12,758 refugees accepted into Australia, in that year. The majority of these African 
refugees were from Sudan. 
There has been a significant increase in the number of immigrants from Africa 
to Australia since 2008-09. Increasing African immigration has contributed to the post-
war transformation of Australia from an overwhelmingly British-dominated 
population to a multicultural society. Hugo (2009) found that “the proportion of people 
born in predominantly non-English speaking nations declined from 98.15% to 86% 
between 1947 and 2006. During the same period, the proportion of people born in 
South Africa who came to Australia increased from 0.1% to 0.5% and from elsewhere 
in Africa, it rose from less than 0.1% to 0.7%” (p. 17). 
Figure 4 illustrates and summarises the history of migration from Africa to 
Australia and migration policy changes that have impacted on black African migration 
to Australia both positively and negatively (Hugo (2009).  
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Despite the fact that Australia is often described as an “immigrant country”, 
black African migration is a new phenomenon in this context. Consequently, African 
migration to Australia has increased sharply in the past decade. The immigration 
department’s Settlement Database (SDB) statistics show that since the 1996-97 
Figure 4: History of migration from Africa to Australia (Hugo, 2009) 
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financial year, more than 20,000 settlers born in Sudan have made Australia their new 
home (Hugo, 2009). In addition to settlers born in Sudan, SDB figures indicate that a 
significant number of settlers born in Egypt or Kenya are ethnically Sudanese, because 
the majority of them were born to Sudanese parents in refugee camps in surrounding 
countries (Hugo, 2009).  Most black African migrants have been referred to as 
economic refugees and categorized under the ‘asylum seekers’ umbrella. It is clear that 
the increasing number of migrants from Africa to Western countries, and the newness 
of black African migrants into Australia, bring other issues of discussion and 
significance to this study, given Australia’s historic ‘White Australia’ policy.  
3.7  Whiteness 
 
The racialized experiences of black African women cannot be understood 
without analyzing and understanding the implications of ‘whiteness’. Black African 
migrants in this study found it hard to understand and cope with whiteness. According 
to McIntosh (2010) “whites are carefully taught not to recognize white privilege, as males are 
taught not to recognize male privilege….White privilege is like an invisible weightless 
knapsack of special provisions, maps, passports, codebooks, visas, clothes, tools and blank 
checks” (p.30). The process of defining whiteness is rather complex; scholars seem 
more able to explain white privilege than to define it. Kincheloe (1999) states that: 
Even though no one at this point really knows what whiteness is, most 
observers agree that it is intimately involved with issues of power and power 
differences between white and non-white people. Whiteness cannot be 
separated from hegemony and is profoundly influenced by demographic 
changes, political realignments, and economic cycles. Situationally specific, 
whiteness is always shifting, always re-inscribing itself around changing 
meanings of ‘race’ in the larger society. 
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Whiteness marginalizes black African migrants in various ways, including via 
English language proficiency, ethnicity, gender and inferiority complex.  It creates an 
internal disposition that causes migrants to generate a strategy, or ‘habitus’, that helps 
in the process of struggle. Whiteness creates categories of difference that position 
people as superior and inferior. In order to cope with whiteness, black African migrant 
women should understand how whiteness operates and constructs black African 
migrants, but this actually means disrupting white discourses and unsettling their 
codes. The complementary goal is to dismantle ‘race’ without suggesting to students 
of colour that their racial experiences are not valid or ‘real’. However, it necessitates 
the problematization of ‘‘race’’ at the conceptual level because there is a difference 
between suggesting that ‘race’, as a concept, is not real and affirming students’ 
racialized and lived experiences as ‘real’. African migrant women will benefit from an 
education that analyzes the implications of whiteness because they have to understand 
the daily vicissitudes of white discourses and be able to deal with them. As Leonardo 
suggests, in order to confront whiteness, black African migrant women have to be 
familiar with it (Leonardo, 2010).  
Abolishing ‘race’ is connected to abolishing whiteness (Ignatiev & Garvey, 
1996b) because the possessive investment in whiteness (Lipsitz, 1998) is arguably the 
strongest form of racialization, contrary to popular beliefs about minority identity 
politics. The English-only movement, anti-immigrant nativism, and Western-centric 
curricula represent white identity politics (Leonardo, 2010, pp. 45-46). Critical forms 
of multiculturalism have made significant progress in globalising education and 
representing non-white cultures, but whiteness still remains at the centre of many 
national curricula and cultures. It is racialization that remains at the centre with de-
racialization staying at the margins (Leonardo, 2010, p. 35). African migrant women 
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are often rendered inferior to white Australians and this makes their settlement and 
skilled job search difficult to achieve.  The African migrant women in this study were 
unable to break through the Australian job markets because their ethnicity acted as a 
barrier to obtaining employment in their qualified fields. 
Flecha (1999) mobilizes the concept of ‘postmodern racism’ to describe a 
condition wherein racial and ethnic differences become incommensurable and subjects 
fail to address the important issue of equality in the face of difference. As Flecha 
distinguishes, “modern racism occurs when the rules of the dominant culture are 
imposed on diverse peoples in the name of integration. Postmodern racism occurs 
when people deny the possibility of living together in the same territory” (p. 154). 
Connecting Flecha’s arguments, postmodern racism fragments the ability of migrant 
women to “discern the difference between democracy and dictatorship, the difference 
being a certain will to power rather than truth and virtuosity” (as cited in Leonardo, 
2010, p. 36). 
In his discussion of gender and ‘race’, Eagleton (1996) provokes a distinction 
between identity politics and class relations. He refers to class position as relational in 
a way that gender and ‘race’ are not, because possessing a certain skin colour or body 
configuration does not prevent another person from owning such traits. In contrast, a 
landless labourer occupies a material position because the gentleman farmer owns the 
land or property. Eagleton adds that being black does not entail belonging to a different 
species than a white person. Pigmentation is not definitive of a general human 
experience in the same way that freckle-faced people do not constitute an essentially 
different human category. With this argument, Eagleton exposes the racist and 
patriarchal imagination by highlighting its contradictions and illogic. However, his 
analysis omits a more powerful explanation of how racism actually works. Similar to 
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most oppressive systems, racism functions through an illogical rationalisation process. 
For example, the one-drop rule, or the Rule of Hypodescent, demarcates blacks from 
whites by drawing an artificial and arbitrary line between them in order to create more 
slaves and limit people’s power to achieve whiteness. Thus, the power of whiteness 
comes precisely from its ability to usurp reason and rational thought, and a purely 
rationalistic analysis limits our understanding of the way it functions. African migrant 
women in this study find it hard to understand and overcome the power of whiteness 
and its impact on their employment opportunities. 
3.8  English Language and Accent 
 
Lack of Standard Australian English (SAE) and different ‘accents’ create a 
major barrier for black African migrants when it comes to accessing employment in 
Australia. SAE refers to the form of English generally used in Australia. Most black 
African migrants were educated in English in their countries of origin and the majority 
can communicate fluently using English. However, inability to master Standard 
Australian English is an obstacle that prevents them from gaining suitable employment 
and acceptance in the wider community. A similar study on the new African diaspora 
in Vancouver, Canada, found the presence of accent discrimination and the erasure of 
English language competency among fluent English language speakers (Creese, 2011). 
Creese and other researchers have associated the Australian accent with access 
to employment. Ayalew (2005) conducted a similar study about black African 
immigrants in Australia and found that “fluency in the language is critical; otherwise 
employment opportunities are limited to self-employment, menial work and labouring 
in under-qualified positions.” In the same study, it was clear that “20 out of the 28 
interviewees said that they face problems with not speaking fast enough, feelings of 
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self-consciousness because of their foreign accents, as well as difficulties with 
grammar and understanding of the new words used only in Australia” (p. 162). 
In their study on African Settlers in Brisbane, Hebbani and Colic-Peisker 
(2012) analyzed the relationship between immigrant language acquisition, 
acculturation and uncertainty reduction in the cross-cultural job search, and 
employment in the contexts of linguistic and cultural. Black African migrants make 
significant efforts in negotiating their ‘African accent’ with mainstream Australians. 
One could also argue that ‘we are trying to understand them with their accent but are 
they not making enough effort to understand us?’ Although making an effort to 
understand each other’s accents is needed from both sides, this is not the reality. Black 
African migrants express their needs in the Australian social fields using English with 
different African accents. If no effort is made by mainstream Australians and 
employers to understand how African migrants speak, then this group of people may 
continue to face isolation and exclusion in employment and the wider community. 
The majority of black African migrants in this study have written English 
language skills ranging from acceptable to excellent. However, a strong African accent 
and non-verbal cues make it difficult to cope with job interview processes because a 
strong accent makes communication difficult. However, the strong accent and non-
verbal cues are not the only factors that result in unsuccessful job interviews. 
Linguistic products only obtain social value in their relationship to the market, which 
means in and by the objective relationship of competition opposing them to all other 
products (and not only those with which they are directly compared in the concrete 
transaction), by which their distinctive value is determined (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 654). 
Therefore, interview processes are compounded by unspoken but real forces that 
operate in the field of power relations. According to Bourdieu’s theory (1991, 1996) 
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one could argue that the communication process during the job interview is not only 
an overt exchange of information but also a covert exchange in the economy of 
symbolic power, whereby recently arrived black Africans are disempowered. In other 
words, their linguistic competence is not just a ‘technical capacity’ to make themselves 
understood but it also marks their ‘immigrant’ status in society. Creese and Kambere 
(2003) provide examples of this. Given the lack of insider status, their speech is “not 
accredited, worthy of being believed” (Bourdieu 1991, p. 69) or unworthy of being 
taken seriously. When black African migrant women are not recognised as owners of 
legitimate linguistic and cultural capital, they possess little symbolic power to enforce 
their meaning of reality as legitimate, which effectively means they command little 
power to realise their interest, which in this particular case is to obtain a job. 
3.9 Conclusion 
 
To conclude, one could argue that although Australia continues to receive 
increasing numbers of African migrants, very little is known about the experiences of 
tertiary-qualified black African migrant women as they negotiate racializing practices 
and inequalities in the Australian employment market. Therefore, this study aims to 
challenge the stereotypes that some Australians hold about what types of jobs African 
women should undertake. It is assumed that they should be predominantly employed 
in nursing, aged care, cleaning and other similar occupations. 
Skilled women in the labour market face complex issues. Gender shapes the 
migration process in many different ways. In countries of origin, gender discrimination 
in access to education can mean that fewer women than men have the ability to acquire 
the skills that are necessary to migrate. On the other hand, gender discriminatory 
employment practices in countries of origin can encourage some women to migrate. 
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Whilst in their destination countries, qualified African migrant women face 
discrimination based on ‘race’, ethnicity and a lack of both Australian education and 
local work experience. Therefore, the issues of qualified migrant women are not only 
gendered but also racialized. 
The concentration of migrant women in lesser-skilled sectors of the labour 
market and on the more masculinized sectors of the skilled labour market, has together 
acted to obscure the significant presence of skilled migrant women in the labour 
market. In general, women are being considerably de-skilled but their attitudes and 
experiences vary considerably, depending on their status in the country of origin, 
(Herrera, 2005) the availability of networks, or their ability to break through the 
employment systems. 
These findings on the disadvantages and the high levels of down-skilling of 
migrant men and women are, arguably, worse for African migrant women. There is a 
significant gap in the literature on the experiences of qualified migrant women and the 
factors that cause down-skilling. Migrant women’s experiences are unique as they face 
issues from their country of origin, their positioning within the family home and the 
destination country’s labour market employment barriers. The next chapter will 
present the methodology used to collect, record and analyze data collected during this 
study. 
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4: Methodology 
 
Introduction 
Qualitative data collection methods were used as a way of collecting data when 
15 black African women from English-speaking African countries. Female black 
African migrant who have been in Australia between five and ten years were 
interviewed to allow commutation of rich data from arrival to settlement. The nature 
of this research required the collection of subjective data according to the participants’ 
perceptions by means of narrative accounts in interviews, which allowed the 
generation of several thematic findings. The objective of qualitative research is to 
obtain as many variations of responses as possible rather than to represent a population. 
Qualitative study aims to describe an entire range of participants’ experiences through 
lived realities.  
In this chapter, I will discuss the advantages and disadvantages of qualitative 
research, while maintaining the justification for using qualitative research as a method 
for this study of professionally qualified African women and their experiences in the 
Australian labour market. Initially, this chapter will discuss the methods used from the 
research design to the research process. The chapter will present and discuss the 
research questions and how they assisted in collecting rich research data for this study. 
Data collection techniques including snowballing and interview processes will also be 
explained. Moreover, the chapter will discuss ethics and data analysis in addition to a 
brief discussion of the methodological limitations of the study.  
4.1 Research Questions 
 
The overarching question this study addressed concerned the ways in which 
African Migrant women experience down-skilling in the Australian labour market. 
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The following secondary questions will assist in answering the main question: They 
include: 
1. What are the migration and settlement experiences of professional African 
women in Australia? 
2. How do gendered and racialized processes emerge in their experiences? 
3. For those who failed to gain entry into the positions for which they are 
qualified, how did they re-convert the social, cultural, linguistic and economic 
capital they possess in the Australian context? 
The above questions informed the researcher about the migration and settlement 
experiences of professional black African women in Australia. The questions also 
revealed how gender and racial experiences emerged in the research process. For those 
who failed to gain entry into the positions for which they were qualified, the above 
questions revealed how the women in the study re-converted the social, cultural, 
linguistic and economic capital they possess in the Australian context. 
4.2 Research Design 
 
By conducting an in-depth qualitative study drawing on the narrative of case 
studies, the goal of this study is to gain a better understanding of the processes that led 
to some qualified black African women being excluded from the skilled positions they 
sought, while others gained the desired positions for which they were qualified. The 
study will also explore the ways in which these women deploy the social, cultural, 
linguistic and economic capital they possess and how they re-convert these resources 
within the Australian context.   
Creswell (2003, p. 198) argues that “qualitative research aims to explain and 
understand a specific social situation, group or interaction, where researchers enter the 
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participant’s social world in order to find answers to their questions through the 
informant’s perspectives and meanings.” Using qualitative research as a method of 
collecting data from the qualified African migrant women allowed the researcher to 
understand the African women’s social, economic, cultural and linguistic experiences 
in their countries of origin, as well as during migration to, and settlement in their newly 
chosen country: Australia.  
The specific qualitative research paradigm adopted is constructionism in 
understanding participants’ perspectives as socially constructed reality (Richards, 
2009). The role of qualitative research in this study agrees with the initial definition of 
qualitative research set by Denzin and Lincoln (2000, pp. 4-5): 
Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. 
It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. These 
practices transform the world. They turn the world into a series of representations, 
including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos 
to the self. At this level, qualitative research involves an interpretative, naturalistic 
approach to the world. This means that qualitative researchers study things in their 
natural settings, attempting to make sense of or to interpret phenomena in terms of the 
meanings people bring to them. Qualitative Research is primarily exploratory 
research. It is used to gain an understanding of underlying reasons, opinions, and 
motivations. It provides insights into the problem or helps to develop ideas or 
hypotheses for potential quantitative research. 
 
Qualitative method is “inherently multimethod in focus” (Flick, 2002, pp 226-
227). Richardson (1997) observes that this moment qualitative research is shaped by a 
new sensibility, “by the refusal to privilege any method theory” (pg.173). However, 
the use of multiple methods or triangulation attempts to secure an in-depth 
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understanding of the issue in question. One would agree with Flick (2011) who argues 
that qualitative research continues to be an ongoing process of proliferation with new 
approaches and methods appearing. To keep up with such development and integrate 
experiences, researchers need to keep up to date with the updated literature from 
relevant educational research sources. The black African women stories in this study 
are complex and subjective in nature, therefore narrative case study method was used 
to capture rich data from the individual’s storied accounts. 
 
In this regard, it is worth indicating that the women’s experiences and personal 
perspectives are subjective in nature, but they are partly socially constructed because 
they are continually affected by the outside world. It is also true to argue that the 
personal perspectives of the women in this study arise out of shared social experiences 
and a common perspective between their own experiences and other African women 
with similar experiences. 
4.2.1 Case study and qualitative methods.   
The definition of ‘case study’ by scholars has proven to be quite complex. 
However, despite the differences, strong commonalities exist across different 
disciplines. Reviewing a number of case study definitions revealed that Simons’ (2009, 
p. 21) definition is based on established commonalities: “Case study is an in-depth 
exploration from multiple perspectives of the complexity and uniqueness of a 
particular project, policy, institution, program or system in a ‘real life’ context.” 
In relation to Simons’ definition, it is necessary to emphasize the point made 
in her preliminary discussion that case study should not be seen as a method in and of 
itself; rather, it is a design frame that may incorporate a number of methods. Stake 
(2005, p. 443) indicates: 
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Case study is not a methodological choice but a choice of what is to be 
studied… by whatever methods we choose to study the case. We could study 
it analytically or holistically, entirely by repeated measures or 
hermeneutically, organically or culturally, and by mixed methods—but we 
concentrate, at least for the time being, on the case.  
 
According to Thomas (2011, p. 512), the “choice of method… does not define 
case study: analytical eclecticism is the key.” The “weak sibling” status of the case 
study noted by Yin (2009, p. xiii) is due at least in part to the uncertainty felt by 
intending researchers about structure and method. Concluding his discussion on case 
study definition, Thomas (2011, p. 513) suggests that a case study must comprise two 
elements: 1) a “practical, historical unity,” which he calls the subject of the case study, 
and 2) an analytical or theoretical frame, which he calls the object of the study. Taking 
this into account, the definition of case study that he adopts for the typology he 
develops here is as follows: 
Case studies are analyses of persons, events, decisions, periods, projects, 
policies, institutions, or other systems that are studied holistically by one or 
more methods. The case that is the subject of the inquiry will be an instance 
of a class of phenomena that provides an analytical frame—an object—within 
which the study is conducted and which the case illuminates and explicates. 
 
Thomas’ definition is applicable to this study, which was an analysis conducted 
on individual black African women emphasizing their experiences prior to migration, 
settlement and job-search whilst in Australia. Case study is used as a method of 
collecting, analysing and recording data in this study simply because of “its closeness 
to real-life situations and its multiple wealth of details” (as cited in Denzin & Lincoln, 
2011, p. 303). Case study allowed closeness to the black African migrant women’s 
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real-life pre- and post-migration experiences. By using case study, I was able to collect 
rich data that required a multi-linked analysis and the creation of multiple themes. 
Moreover, as Flyvbjerg (2011) demonstrates, “cases are important for the researcher’s 
own learning processes in developing the skills needed to do good research” (as cited 
in Denzin & Lincoln, p. 303). I agreed with Stake (1995), who argued for a “flexible 
design which allowed researchers to make major changes even after they proceed from 
design to research” (Yazan, 2015, p. 140). At the beginning of my research, I planned 
to use narrative inquiry, but as I progressed with my research study, I realized the need 
to use both case study and narrative inquiry. The study chosen allowed for flexibility 
and I called them a “narrative of cases”, which will be explained in more detail in 
Section 4.2.3. 
In academic literature, there exists a long-lasting separation and antagonism 
between qualitative and quantitative methods. According to Denzin and Lincoln 
(2011), if researchers want to understand both methods, they need to make use of both 
case studies and statistical analyses. Denzin and Lincoln (2011) observed that “the 
case study as a methodology is generally held in low regard, or is simply ignored, 
within a large and dominant part of the academy” (p. 313). However, recently a certain 
shift in positions has taken place. A more collaborative approach is gaining ground, 
where scholars have begun to see that different methodological approaches have 
different strengths and weaknesses and are essentially complementary. According to 
Denzin and Lincoln (2011, p. 313), “For these scholars, research is problem-driven 
and not methodology-driven.” They claim that: 
 
Good social science is opposed to an either/or and stands for a both/and on 
the question of qualitative versus quantitative methods. The main strength of 
the case study is depth-detail, richness, completeness and within-case 
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variance – whereas for statistical methods it is breadth (Denzin & Lincoln, 
2011, p. 314). 
 
Nevertheless, the balance between case studies and statistical methods is still biased 
in favour of the latter in the social sciences to the extent that it puts case study studies 
at a disadvantage within most disciplines (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 
In order to understand the advantages and disadvantages of using qualitative 
research, one needs to understand the differences between qualitative approaches to 
research. Denzin and Lincoln (2000, p. 8) state: 
 
 Qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the 
intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the 
situational constraints that shape inquiry. Such researchers emphasize the 
value-laden nature of inquiry. In contrast, quantitative studies emphasize the 
measurement and analysis of causal relationships between variables, not 
processes. Proponents claim that their work is done from within a value-free 
framework. 
 
In this project, it is the everyday reality as it is perceived by the professional 
African women that is of interest. The research aims to interpret this reality in order to 
reproduce it for those whose own realities or perspectives might be different. This new 
perspective will contribute to new understandings of African migrant women’s 
experiences.  
This study examined the constraints surrounding the African women’s 
everyday lives. Denzin and Lincoln (2000, p. 9) argue that qualitative researchers “are 
more likely to confront and come up against the constraints of the everyday social 
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world.” Moreover, this research aims to utilize descriptions from the African women’s 
stories. Qualitative researchers “believe that rich descriptions of the social world are 
valuable, whereas quantitative researchers, with their ethical homothetic 
commitments, are less concerned with such details” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 9).   
According to Flyvbjerg (2006, p. 221), case studies play a major role in human 
learning:  
 
First, the case study produces the type of context-dependent knowledge that research 
on learning shows to be necessary to allow people to develop from rule-based 
beginners to virtuoso experts. Second, in the study of human affairs, there appears to 
exist only context dependent knowledge, which, thus, presently rules out the 
possibility of epistemic theoretical construction.  
 
Moreover, studies of human learning indicate that for adults, there exists a qualitative 
leap in their learning process from the rule-governed use of analytical rationality in 
beginners to the fluid performance of tacit skills in what Pierre Bourdieu (1977) called 
virtuosos and Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1986) called true human experts (as cited in 
Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 222). 
For researchers, the closeness of the case study to real-life situations and its 
multiple wealth of details are important in two respects: 
 
First, it is important for the development of a nuanced view of reality, 
including the view that human behaviour cannot be meaningfully understood 
as simply the rule-governed acts found at the lowest levels of the learning 
process and in much theory. Second, cases are important for researchers’ own 
learning processes in developing the skills needed to do good research 
(Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 223). 
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The case studies of black African migrant women in this study have provided the 
researcher with significant lessons to be learnt regarding human behaviour. The case 
studies provided data that revealed to the researcher that when confronted with power 
relations in the fields, the participants in this study responded differently, depending 
on their abilities to negotiate their capitals. The habitus and level of agency played 
major roles in their transformative experiences. 
4.2.2 Narrative inquiry.   
The nature of this research requires collecting subjective data from participants 
(perceptions) by means of narrative accounts in interviews. Chase (2011) argues that 
“narrative inquiry is still flourishing. It is also still evolving” (p. 421). Chase presents 
multiple approaches to narrative research, addresses methodological issues, and 
explores how narratives and narrative research make personal and social change 
possible. The narratives provided by the black African women in this study call for 
social justice in addition to change at a personal, community and policy level.  
Some researchers focus on the relationship between people’s life stories and 
the quality of their life experiences. In explaining this approach, Clandinin and Rosiek 
(2007) argue that:  
…everyday experience itself that is taken for granted, immediate, and 
engrossing daily reality in which we are continually immersed is where 
narrative inquiry should begin and end. They allow researchers to listen to 
people’s stories about everyday experiences with an eye to identifying new 
possibilities within that experience (p. 55). 
 
The narrative accounts of black African women challenge the reader and 
researchers to see the experience of black African migrant women from 
multiple perspectives using their everyday prior and post migration stories. As 
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stated above, the narrative stories of black African migrant women in this study 
allow a multi-linked analysis that takes the reader on a journey that allows for 
endings at multiple destinations and many possibilities. 
4.2.3 Narratives of cases.   
Case studies often contain a substantial element of narrative. Good narratives 
typically approach the complexities and contradictions of real life. Accordingly, such 
narratives may be difficult or impossible to summarise into neat scientific formulae, 
general propositions, and theories (Benhabib, 1990; Mitchell & Charmaz, 1996; Roth, 
1989; Rouse, 1990; White, 1990). This tends to be seen by critics of the case study as 
a drawback. To the case study researcher, however, a particularly “thick” and hard-to-
summarize narrative is not a problem; rather, it is often a sign that the study has 
uncovered a rich problematic issue. Therefore, the question is whether summarizing 
and generalization, which the critics see as ideal, is always desirable.  
The narratives of this research sample are rich with ambiguity to the point 
where the researcher may not be able to see it all. Thus, it is left to the readers to bring 
their own interpretations about the experiences of the black African women in this 
study and to arrive at their own conclusions. According to Flyvbjerg (2006), instead 
of summing up and “closing” a case study, it should rather be kept open:  
 
First, when writing up a case study, I tell the story in its diversity, allowing 
the story to unfold from the many-sided, complex, and sometimes conflicting 
stories that the actors in the case have told me. Second, I avoid linking the 
case with the theories of any one academic specialization. Instead, I relate the 
case to broader philosophical positions that cut across specializations. In this 
way, I try to leave scope for readers of different backgrounds to make different 
interpretations and draw diverse conclusions. The goal is not to make the case 
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study be all things to all people. The goal is to allow the study to be different 
things to different people (p.238).  
 
The narratives of cases in Chapter Five are left open for readers to draw their own 
interpretation and conclusion because “the case story is itself the result” (Flyvbjerg, 
2006, p. 238). In this case, the narrative has already supplied the answer before the 
question is asked. The narrative itself is the answer (Nehamas as cited in Flyvbjerg, 
2006, p. 240). 
Moreover, Bourdieu’s theory of social practice was used as an analytical tool 
to allow a multi-linked data analysis. Flyvbjerg (2006) argues that there is a need for 
researchers to understand Bourdieu’s (1977) “virtuoso social actors” (p.15). He claims 
that something essential may be lost by this summarising—namely, the possibility to 
understand virtuoso social acting that, as Bourdieu has shown, cannot be distilled into 
theoretical formulae—and it is precisely their fear of losing this “something” that 
makes case researchers cautious about summarising their studies. “Case researchers, 
thus, tend to be sceptical about erasing phenomenological detail in favour of 
conceptual closure” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 239). 
Mattingly (1991, p. 237) indicated that narratives not only give meaningful 
form to experiences we have already lived through but also provide us a forward 
glance, helping us to anticipate situations even before we encounter them, allowing us 
to envision alternative futures. Narrative inquiries do not and cannot start from explicit 
theoretical assumptions. Instead, they begin with an interest in a phenomenon that is 
best understood using narrative. Inquiries based on narrative then develop descriptions 
and interpretations of the phenomenon from the perspective of participants, 
researchers and others. The narratives of the cases of the black African women in this 
study produced rich data that made the analysis of this study rather overwhelming. The 
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narratives revealed multiple details that tell the women’s in-depth and real-life 
migration experiences. 
4.3 Study Participants 
 
Fifteen black African female participants from African countries including 
South Africa, Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, Nigeria and Ghana were involved in this 
project. Their age range was between 30 and 50 years and they had been in Australia 
for between five and fifteen years. A total of fifteen participants were deemed to be an 
adequate number, given the time frame, in order to produce a research study with 
enough data on the identified research problem using case study and narrative inquiry.  
English-speaking countries of origin were chosen because these women were not 
humanitarian or refugee immigrants. However, the women also spoke other regional 
and national languages including Swahili, Igbo, Shona and Kikuyu. All the women 
were migrants who came to Australia through the general skilled migration visa 
category and required an English proficiency test, namely the International English 
Language Testing System (IELTS), before migrating permanently. This study focused 
on qualified, skilled female African migrants who arrived in Australia between the 
period of 1995 and 2005.  
4.4 Data Collection and Interviewing 
 
To access participants from across a range of African communities, a 
snowballing methodology was used. This study located a sample of 15 African women 
who had experienced down-skilling and exclusion within the Australian workforce. 
Browne (2005, p. 47) states that “snowballing is a recruitment method that employs 
research into participants’ social networks to access specific populations.” Browne 
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(2005) adds that snowball sampling is often used because the population under 
investigation is ‘hidden’, either due to the low numbers of potential participants or the 
sensitivity of the topic. In addition, Browne (2005) considers how the recruitment 
technique of snowball sampling, which uses interpersonal relations and connections 
between people, both includes and excludes individuals. Following this, I contend that 
due to the use of social networks and interpersonal relations, “snowball sampling not 
only results in the recruitment of a particular sample, [but] use of this technique 
produces participants’ accounts of their lives” (p. 47).  
Tanzanian community networks were used in the first instance as I already had 
connections to this network. Being close to the African community brings ethical 
dilemmas, however, these were managed as explained in the ethics section of this 
research study. Information sheets about the research study were emailed and/or 
handed over through these networks and potential participants were asked to respond 
if they were interested. The potential participants were asked to pass on the email 
message to others who may fit the criteria; all responses were directed to the 
researcher. Consent forms were emailed or posted to the identified participants, signed 
by the participants and then collected by the researcher during the first meeting. 
However, in some cases, the researcher took consent forms to the initial appointments 
for participants to sign. 
Most interviews lasted for 30 to 90 minutes but clarification or more 
information was needed for some participants, so I made a second visit or telephoned 
the targeted participants. In addition, the participants were given an opportunity to 
choose a venue or a location where they felt most comfortable. Most participants chose 
to meet me at their homes, while others preferred a public place such as a restaurant. 
Meeting in public places was challenging in terms of privacy and background noise, 
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but this was overcome by selecting quiet corners away from others in order to 
minimize noise.  
Audio recording was used to ensure that an identical replication of the context 
of each interview was available to facilitate analysis. Barriball and White (1994, p. 
332) argue that audio recording as a method of collecting data eliminates the 
possibility of the interviewer making errors and consequently provides an accurate 
dialogue between the interviewee and interviewer.  Thus, audio recording was used 
during most interviews and informed consent was obtained from the participants. A 
few participants declined audio recording but allowed the researcher to take notes 
instead. 
During interviews, some participants from Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda and other 
parts of East Africa felt more comfortable telling their stories using both English and 
Swahili. Other women would have preferred to use their own languages, including 
Shona and Igbo, but as I only speak Swahili (a widely-spoken language in East Africa), 
this was not possible. Therefore, I used Swahili to collect data from some of the 
participants. Although I am very competent in both Swahili and English, data was 
recorded and analysed using the English language.  
Barriball and White (1994, p. 329) argue that there are a number of advantages 
to using the personal interview as the method for data collection. This method has the 
potential to overcome the poor response rates of a questionnaire and it is well suited 
to the exploration of attitudes, values, beliefs and motives. In addition, the personal 
interview provides the opportunity to evaluate the validity of the respondents’ answers 
by observing non-verbal indicators, which is particularly useful when discussing 
sensitive issues, and it can facilitate proper comparison by ensuring that all questions 
are answered by each respondent. Finally, it ensures that the respondents are unable to 
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receive assistance from others while formulating a response. There are different types 
of interviews, including structured, semi-structured and informal. Semi-structured 
interviews were selected as a means of data collection during this study because they 
are well suited to the exploration of the perceptions and opinions of respondents 
regarding complex and sometimes sensitive issues, and they enable probing for more 
information and clarifications of answers.  
Probing was used to gain deeper understanding. Reece and Treece (1986) state 
that “freedom to probe all unclear or ambiguous words and phrases is essential” (as 
cited in Barriball & White, 1994, p. 331). The semi-structured interview technique 
provided flexibility to validate the meanings of the African migrant women’s 
responses; probing also maximises the potential for interactive opportunities to discuss 
racism, social exclusion and barriers to employment. Furthermore, the full use of 
interactive opportunities between the women in this study and me broke down barriers 
between the interviewer and respondent, reduced tension and maintained rapport so 
that respondents felt comfortable to tell their stories. The focus of my interview was 
to understand the ways in which black African women experience down-skilling in the 
Australian labour market. 
In order to allow the flow of information from the participants, broad questions 
were asked of the participants. These included introducing questions such as: please 
tell me about yourself, when you arrived in Australia and something about your 
educational qualification; have you ever been employed in the area for which you are 
qualified? Follow up questions included: 
Could you say more about…? Specifying questions included: how did you react to X? 
What did you do after that? Direct questions included: did you find it easy to find 
another job? Interpreting questions included: do you mean that you felt the need to 
97 | P a g e  
 
change from qualification X to Y? Some say…do you agree?  Moreover, silence, 
closed and open-ended questions and techniques were used in order to capture the 
stories and experiences of qualified African migrant women. 
One limitation of semi-structured interviews is that not every word has the 
same meaning to every respondent and not every respondent uses the same vocabulary. 
Barriball and White (1994) argue that in a semi-structured interview, validity and 
reliability depend not upon the repeated use of the same words in each question, but 
upon conveying equivalence of meaning (Denzin, 1989). It is this equivalence of 
meaning that helps to standardize the semi-structured interview and facilitate 
comparability. 
4.5 Transcription 
 
Transcription can be described as the graphic representation of selected aspects 
of the behaviour of individuals engaged in a conversation (for example, an interview 
or an everyday chat). Transcription involves transcribers, a system of notation, the 
product in the form of a transcript, and the transcript readers (Brislin, 1970, Kowal and 
O’Connell, 2004).  In order to reduce the cost of transcribing, I transcribed some of 
the data from the recordings. Due to time restrictions, I used a transcriber for half of 
the data. The drawback of this approach was the time taken to transcribe half of the 
data. However, as the researcher, I found that transcribing the data provided a deeper 
understanding of the issues raised and made it easier to code and analyze collected 
data. Field notes and audio were used to cross-check, make clarifications on issues 
raised and ensure information accuracy. 
 
4.6 Data Analysis 
 
98 | P a g e  
 
The data analysis is informed by the theoretical framework of Bourdieu’s 
theory of social practice and re-conversion. This framework supports thematic 
analysis, which allowed the researcher to develop codes across the rich data provided 
by the black African migrant women. As discussed in Chapter Two, Bourdieu’s theory 
of social practice with its concepts of social, economic, cultural and linguistic capital 
together with field, habitus, symbolic violence and re-conversion, will be used as 
conceptual tools to analyse the data as Bourdieu allows a multi-linked data analysis. 
4.6.1 Theoretical framework.   
This qualitative research study used Bourdieu’s theory of social practice (1977) 
in the Australian context to capture the voices and experiences of black African 
migrant women, to contribute to research and knowledge and to inform policy. The 
diagram below situates the key tenets of his theory pertaining to capital, habitus, field, 
symbolic violence and re-conversion. 
 
 
Figure 5: Bourdieu's Framework 
 
Bourdieu 
Framework
Field
Habitus
ReconversionCapital
Symbolic 
Violence
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Figure 5 above highlights Bourdieu’s frameworks and his conceptual tools, 
including field, capital, habitus, symbolic violence, and re-conversion, which were 
used for analysing data from the findings of this study. Data analysis draws on 
Bourdieu’s theory of social practice and re-conversion to investigate the women’s 
post-arrival stories and current reflections on how they exchanged and re-converted 
various forms of social, cultural, linguistic and economic capital to assist in the process 
of securing employment in Australia. 
The African migrant women’s experiences require a careful qualitative study 
to investigate and capture their voices and experiences as they seek employment in 
Australia, their destination country. For a variety of reasons, the narrative inquiry 
method will be used to examine the following issues. First, although the women in this 
study are from English-speaking countries, the English language is still a factor in their 
employment outcomes as it also depends on their ‘accent’ and/or how quickly they 
adopt and understand ‘Standard Australian English’ (SAE). Second, the experiences 
of how a qualified African migrant woman presents herself within the labour market 
in Australia may have links to other factors, such as positioning within the family home 
and/or her experiences before and after leaving her country of origin. Third, cultural 
capital allows an examination of the discriminative cultural practices in the women’s 
families that position men with advantage over women, as well as ‘racial’ and ethnic 
discrimination that exists within Australian employment fields. Krueger and Casey 
(2000) suggest that analysis begins by going back to the intention and purpose of the 
study.  The purpose of this study is to reveal how processes that exist in the labour 
market put migrant women in a disadvantaged position leading to labour market 
failure.  
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4.6.2 Thematic analysis.   
The analysis of ‘themes’ in relation to data such as interview transcripts, 
observation, schedules, field notes and photographs are important components of 
qualitative analysis. There are three sets of aims in thematic analysis: “the examination 
of commonalities, the examination of differences and the examination of 
relationships” (Gibson & Brown, 2009, p. 128). For example, some of the 
commonalities in my research study are that most women have experienced down-
skilling and have applied some reconversion strategies by seeking other jobs. The 
commonalities in their experiences include almost all women interviewed being forced 
to find any type of work to cover their family’s financial responsibilities and all of 
them reporting some form of racism, either during the struggle to find work or on the 
job. There are some differences in their movements and struggles while breaking into 
Australian job markets; for example, some made vertical movements and others made 
downward movements.  
The concept of ‘code’, as used in relation to qualitative research, is said to have 
originated in Howard Becker’s work (as cited in Fielding & Lee, 1998) and has become 
a standard apparatus in discussions of qualitative research. To code is to create a 
category that is used to describe a general feature of data and a category that pertains 
to a range of data examples. There are two types of codes: a priori codes and empirical 
codes (Gibson & Brown, 2009, p.130). A priori codes are defined prior to the 
examination of data, while empirical codes are generalised through the examination of 
data itself. Therefore, during the process of data analysis and examination in this study, 
some a priori codes may change. 
4.6.3 Critique of thematic analysis.   
Van Manen (as cited in Gibson & Brown, 2009) offers a phenomenological 
discussion of the notion of thematic analyses and shows that themes can be viewed as 
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a poor substitute for the lived experiences to which they refer. A ‘theme’ is a 
generalized and decontextualized category of contextually specific aspects of social 
life that is treated as ‘of a generalized type’ in order to compare them with other 
instances of data that are labelled in the same way. However, it is important to note 
that the phrase ‘thematic analysis’ should not be seen as delineating a particular 
approach; rather it is a way of describing the organization of data into themes.  
On the other hand, this phenomenological observation need not imply that 
categorization is not valuable. In many aspects, analysis is about storytelling and as 
any novelist will attest, themes are useful devices for narrative construction (Gibson 
& Brown, 2009). For example, in my study, the women tell their own stories about 
their employment experiences and their re-conversion strategies. As a theme is a 
generalized feature of a data set, an important part of the work of the analysis must 
involve determining the relevance of the context of a given piece of data to its 
membership of one or more categories. This involves attempting to answer the 
research question. For example, questions relating to what is distinctive about this 
piece of data and why that might matter in relation to this category are important in 
this process. For example, in this study one may ask, why are gender roles influencing 
the kind of work most of these women choose to re-convert to? And what are the 
differences in gender/roles shifts between African and Australian women? 
 
4.6.4 A priori and empirical codes.   
In general, a priori codes are created to categorize aspects of more general, pre-
specified interests. All research is motivated in some way or other, meaning it is 
directed towards exploring a particular issue, often (although by no means always) in 
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the form of a research question. In this research, some of these codes will include 
gender, language barrier, accent, racism, lack of Australian experience and others. 
Empirical codes emerge through the exploration of data. They may be a derivative of 
an a priori category or something entirely new that was not foreseen in the original 
research formulation. For example, Maju and some other African women in this study 
began desiring the gender practices of the country of destination. By contrast, other 
themes emerged after the interview and during the analysis stage (empirical codes).  
 
4.6.5 Contradictions and inconsistencies.   
In simple terms, the idea of contradiction is to set up an inconsistency of some 
kind between two aspects of an analytical framework. We can distinguish at least two 
forms of contradiction although there are assuredly other nuances of distinction here 
too. One is ‘polar opposition’, where the contradiction represents something that is 
‘the opposite of’ something else, and another is ‘inconsistency’, where two or more 
features are ‘not consistent with each other’. An example is African men’s and 
women’s division of gender roles within the family home, and some findings in this 
research that women were forced to seek any form of employment to meet up with 
their family’s financial responsibilities. 
4.7 Ethics and Researcher Bias 
During this study, there were a number of ethical considerations relating to 
issues concerning research participants, the African community, the wider society and 
fellow researchers. The study was guided by the following principles: informed 
consent and the research participants’ rights to withdraw from the study at any time; 
confidentiality/anonymity, whereby all information collected from participants is kept 
confidential and participants remain anonymous; minimisation of harm in terms of 
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ensuring that the participants are supported when they show any sign of distress during 
interviews; truthfulness, whereby the researcher is open about the study and its use and 
only records what was reported by the participants; and social /cultural sensitivity, 
whereby the researcher observes respect for difference and exercises tact when 
collecting data from the African community, which is known as a ‘shy community’. 
Most Africans prefer their information not to be shared among other members of the 
community, as information tends to spread very quickly and is often changed and 
exaggerated. 
4.7.1 Researcher power.   
This research poses an ethical dilemma to the researcher as she feels closely 
connected to some of the participants’ experiences. Being a qualified African migrant 
who experienced down-skilling locates me very closely to the study and I am also a 
member of the African community in Australia. However, a conceptualization of what 
some have called critical social science incorporates a range of feminist, postcolonial 
and even postmodern challenges to oppressive power, as well as the various 
interpretations of critical theory and critical pedagogies that are radically democratic 
and publicly concerned with human suffering and oppression. I have adopted this 
critical social science conceptualization. Consequently this study positions me at the 
centre of my participants’ experiences and connects with my drive and commitment to 
social justice and social change. 
 According to Denzin and Giardina (2007), critical social science requires that 
the researcher reconstructs the purposes of inquiry to engage with the struggle for 
equity and justice, while simultaneously examining and countering individual power 
created for the researcher within the context of inquiry. The ethics of critical social 
science require that scholars take up the moral projects that de-colonize honour 
104 | P a g e  
 
(Denzin & Giardina, 2007). Moreover, critical social science re-conceptualizes the 
embeddedness of ethics (and what that means) in constructing research questions, 
methodologies and possibilities for transformation (Cannella & Lincoln, 2011). 
However, the power relations between the participants and me were managed by using 
Bourdieu’s theoretical frameworks of capital, field, habitus, power and agency to map 
and reveal complexities. I also applied for and was granted approval from the 
University of Western Sydney Ethics Committee to conduct this research study (See 
appendix 1). 
4.7.2 Ethical issues in interviewing.   
The interview process positions the participants and me within an unequal 
power relationship. In this study, there is individual power created for me as the 
researcher within the context of inquiry. Therefore, critical social science requires that 
I reconstruct the purposes of inquiry to engage with the struggle for equity and justice, 
while at the same time examining my own power and influence within the context of 
inquiry. Moreover, being a qualified female African migrant who experienced down-
skilling puts me very close to the study. However, this was managed by using 
Bourdieu’s theoretical framework as mentioned in the above section. 
Cannella and Lincoln (2011) recognize that regulation in its multiple forms 
results in an illusion of ethical practice and that any universalist ethics would be 
“catastrophic” (Foucault, 1985, p. 12). Furthermore, diversity of theoretical positions 
and perspectives within the field of qualitative inquiry has already generated rich and 
profound possibilities for reflexive ethics (Christians, 2007; Clark & Sharf, 2007).  
Moreover, “being critical requires radical ethics, an ethic that is always/already 
concerned about power and oppression even as it avoids constructing ‘power’ as a new 
truth” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 81). The intersection of power, oppression and 
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privilege with issues of human suffering, equity, social justice and radical democracy 
results in a critical ethical foundation. Throughout this study, I have applied ethical 
standards by making sure that all participants voluntarily chose to participate in the 
study. I have made sure that participants are treated with respect and without breaching 
their privacy and confidentiality. I have maintained accuracy during both data 
collection and analysis. Critical social science “re-conceptualizes everything, from the 
embeddedness of ethics (and what that means) to the role of ethics in constructing 
research questions, methodologies and possibilities for transformation” (Cannella & 
Lincoln, 2011, p. 82). 
4.7.3 Resolving and considering issues of power in interviewing.   
         Traditional social science tends to address research ethics as following 
methodological rules in practices that are designed in advance and would reveal 
universalist results identified as ethical from within an imperative that generalizes to 
“save” humankind (Denzin & Giardina, 2007). Rather, critical radical ethics is 
relational and collaborative; it aligns with resistance and marginalization. Denzin and 
Giardina (2007) describe the range of scholars who have called for a collaborative 
critical social science model that “aligns the ethics of research with a politics of the 
oppressed, with a politics of resistance, hope and freedom” (p. 35). The ethics of 
critical social science require that scholars “take up the moral projects that decolonize, 
honour, and reclaim indigenous cultural practices” (Denzin & Giardina, 2007, p.35). 
Drawing from Richie and Rau (2010), I would also support critical research ethics that 
would, according to Denzin & Giardina (2007), “value and recognize the need to 
expose the diversity of realities” (p.35).  This research study engages with the webs of 
interactions between black African migrant women and the mainstream Australians, 
webs which allow the construction of problems that create power/privilege for groups. 
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This repositions problems and decisions “towards social justice; and joins in solidarity 
with the traditionally oppressed to create new ways of functioning” (Denzin & 
Giardina, 2007, p. 35). Cheryl Rau (2010) constructed a counter-colonial ethics, 
labelled an ‘ethics of alterity’, which would shift the focus from “us” or “them” to “a 
collective re-figuring of who ‘we’ are” (p. 364). 
In recent years, research ethics have been most often tied to one of the 
following: An ethic entitlement (Glesne, 2007) that legitimizes engagement in research 
and the right to “know” the other; Qualitative research methods, which require and 
employ ethical considerations such as reflexive ethics (Guilleman & Gillian, 2004); 
Communitarian ethics, through which values and moral commitments are negotiated 
socially (Christians, 2007; Denzin, 1997, 2003); and Forms of legislated research 
regulation (e.g., institutional reviews of projects) that create an illusion of ethical 
concern (Lincoln & Tierney, 2004, as cited in Cannella & Lincoln, 2011, p. 84). 
During this study, although I was placed in a more powerful position than the 
participants, I was able to apply a reflexive ethical code by positioning myself at the 
centre of the inquiry in order to deeply understand, examine and probe for more 
answers from the participants. As discussed above, critical social science ethics 
requires that I reconstruct the purposes of the inquiry and engage with the struggle for 
equity and justice, while at the same time examining my power and influence within 
the context of inquiry. 
 
4.8 Limitations of the Study 
 
It is important to note that this study has its own methodological limitations in 
terms of the research methodology and small sample size. In order to minimize the 
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scope of the study, the number of research participants was limited to 15 black African 
women from English-speaking African countries. In terms of methodology, qualitative 
inquiry using narrative case study was used and not ‘mixed method’, which uses both 
quantitative and qualitative methods. Moreover, this research finding cannot be 
generalized to entire immigrant women populations. The nature of the proposed study 
carries some constraints on its capacity to generalize findings, but the rich descriptive 
data can assist other researchers or readers to make their own judgments about any 
possible transfer ability of these findings to other fields and social environments. 
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5: Findings: The Experiences of Professional African Migrant 
Women Pre-Migration and During Settlement 
 
Introduction 
The aim of this study is to determine the reasons for down-skilling of the 15 
black African migrant women who migrated to Australia and to examine the re-
conversion strategies in their narratives as the basis for addressing the primary and 
secondary research questions. This study will also identify and analyze other emerging 
themes that were not anticipated prior to the research. The previous chapter presented 
a detailed overview of the interview process and the detailed data collection 
approaches regarding steps in the interview process.                                            
Chapter Five presents an analysis of narratives based on interviews with the 
African migrant women in this study. Their narratives will be presented in two separate 
sections: 1) biographies, including histories of migration, settlement, and down-
skilling upon entering the labour market in Australia, and 2) re-conversion strategies 
in Chapter Six. The migration, settlement and job search experiences of the women in 
this study carry a number of themes including gender, racism, and linguicism regarding 
accent, power, government policies, down-skilling and agency. The findings are 
represented using a thematic approach as discussed in Chapter Six. 
Information relating to the age, gender, language, job status, level of education, 
number of years in Australia, and professional qualifications of the immigrants on 
arrival and after settlement, is reflected in Table 1. This information reflects the skilled 
immigrants’ diverse source countries, professional backgrounds and lengths of stay in 
Australia. 
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Table 1: Interviewee Information 
 
5.1 The African Migrant Women 
 
Introducing and understanding the participants’ pre-migration stories and 
experiences is crucial in order to understand their positioning. Using pseudonyms, this 
section introduces the research participants and presents narratives of their settlement 
and employment struggles in the country of destination, Australia. Most of the women 
Order 
of 
Discuss
ion 
Pseudonym Country 
of Origin 
Professionals 
who went 
back to 
Africa then 
back to AUS 
Profession 
on Arrival 
Education 
Level on 
Arrival 
Current 
Profession 
Current 
Education
al 
Level  
1 Peri Tanzania  Agricultural 
Scientist 
Master of 
Agricultural 
Economy 
Nurse Master of 
Mental 
Health/ 
Nursing 
2 Bella Tanzania   Engineer Master of 
Engineering 
Nurse Master of 
Nursing 
3 Maju Zimbabwe  Early 
Childhood 
Teacher 
Diploma of 
Early 
Childhood 
Support 
Worker 
Master of 
Education 
4 Magi Zimbabwe  Government 
Personal 
Secretary 
(Corporate) 
Degree in 
Administration 
Support 
Worker 
Degree in 
Social 
Sciences 
5 Gadi Zimbabwe  Teacher-
Cutting and 
Designing 
Diploma A/Nursing Studying 
Bachelor of 
Nursing 
6 Pokye Tanzania  Teacher A/Diploma of 
Teaching 
A/Nursing  
7 Hawa Tanzania  Teacher A/Diploma of 
Teaching 
Nurse Bachelor of 
Nursing 
8 Diti Kenya   College 
Teacher 
Bachelor of 
Education 
Policy Officer Master of 
Public 
Health 
9 Inziku Nigeria  Child 
Protection 
Bachelor of 
Philosophy  
A/Nursing Bachelor of 
Nursing 
10 Faines Tanzania   International 
Student 
Bachelor of 
International 
Business and 
Marketing 
Case Worker Bachelor 
Degree 
11 Rero Kenya   Student Degree in 
Hospitality/ 
Accounting  
Case Manager Master of 
Nursing 
12 Joselina Kenya  Student Bachelor of 
Accounting 
A/Nursing Bachelor of 
Accounting 
13 Nyara Zimbabwe  Psychologist/
Nurse 
Bachelor of 
Psychology/ 
Nursing 
Nurse Master of 
Nursing 
14 Samaa Kenya  Student Diploma of 
Nursing 
A/Nursing Bachelor of 
Commerce 
15 Naje Kenya  IT 
Technician 
Bachelor of IT Linen Cleaner A/Diploma 
of Share 
Market 
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interviewed in this study reported experiencing significant success in their home 
countries in terms of career paths, and many were from ‘middle class’ families who 
may have assisted their migration abroad. 
5.1.1 Peri.  
In 1996, Peri, a 51-year-old woman from Tanzania, migrated to Australia. In 
Tanzania, Peri was trained as an agricultural scientist at Sokoine University. She was 
immediately employed at the Cooperative and Rural Development Bank (CRDB) in 
Tanzania, an institution for lending and providing credit for rural Tanzania. Peri was 
employed as a credit analyst for all agricultural projects financed by the bank for 
individuals, villages and corporations. After 11 years working as a credit analyst at 
CRDB, Peri was promoted to senior credit analyst. 
Before migrating to Australia in 1996, Peri wanted to advance in the 
agricultural field as a specialist in agricultural economics. She also desired to study 
abroad to gain different experience, so she applied for a few university scholarships 
and after competing with many other applicants, she was successful in gaining a 
Commonwealth scholarship. She moved to Australia to study a Master of Agricultural 
Economics at the University of Sydney. 
Whilst studying in Australia, Peri saw the opportunity for a better life and 
wanted her family to join her in Australia. She discussed the issue with the appropriate 
department and was allowed to bring her husband and three children. Settling the 
family and herself in a new country was not an easy process. As the family members 
were temporary residents with no access to Medicare, they all required medical 
insurance. Peri also had to contribute towards her children’s primary education in 
Australia. In order to afford these expenses and support her newly arrived family, Peri 
worked two jobs as a nursing assistant in nursing homes. The facts of this case study 
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certainly support the argument that migrating to another county is a challenging 
process that entails a number of positive and negative consequences for the individuals 
and families involved. 
After finishing her Masters at the University of Sydney, Peri applied for jobs 
in the area of her qualification without much success. Her first job application was to 
the Department of Primary Industries in Canberra, whereupon she was told that she 
was not an Australian citizen and that such positions were reserved for citizens. After 
receiving negative responses from many job applications, Peri became hesitant to 
apply for positions in her area of qualification. Her disappointment prevented her from 
making further applications, and she explained, “Each job I applied for, I was getting 
this big announcement on the internet that if you are not a citizen, this is not for you”. 
She said, “I needed to work as an assistant in nursing to support my family”. Peri had 
no choice but to accept a lesser job out of her area of training and expertise. 
When asked whether it was easy or difficult to find work in Australia, she 
replied that she could not find work in her area of qualifications and had to do anything 
to support her family: 
I was working as an unskilled person in the area that was easy to get a job. I 
wasn’t happy to be there; others were not educated. They [asked] me to help 
them complete leave application forms, I was very demoralized. 
 
Peri later found work in the banking industry but still was not satisfied by the job. She 
stated, 
A lot of people there weren’t [university] qualified. Anyone who could type 
got the job. Later I worked for a… French bank, BNP-Panbas. It was a 
cooperative bank, dealt with Telstra, Energy Australia and others. I worked in 
the Credit Risk Department. I had to liaise with other offices. I had to make 
112 | P a g e  
 
sure all security documents were okay. But there was no future, there was no 
advancement… getting increments was very marginal. My manager was very 
supportive for me to go to broader companies. I later applied to work at a 
South African Bank but didn’t take the offer. I started losing interest in 
finance. They wanted me to work [long hours] until 8pm, and I thought, ‘I’m 
going to be a slave here.’ I still worked on weekends as a nursing assistant. 
Keeping both jobs was hard, I just decided to resign. 
 
When asked what challenges and opportunities Peri faced as a qualified 
African woman in the Australian labour market, Peri explained that her accent created 
one of the greatest challenges when trying to break into Australian employment 
systems. Although she completed her degree qualifications in English in both Tanzania 
and Australia, she still had a strong accent as she also spoke Swahili and other 
Tanzanian tribal languages. Peri responded strongly to the accent issue, saying, 
You would call for the job and someone will [say], ‘Oh, you have an accent, 
where are you from?’ and I will ask them, ‘Did you understand what I said 
though?’ and they will say, ‘Oh, don’t take me wrong, I didn’t mean anything, 
it’s just a beautiful accent.’ 
 
Peri concluded that this kind of response from the employer carried a negative message 
about the outcome of the job application. She stated, “For me, it was a negative sign 
whether I would get the job.” 
The problem of accent experienced by Peri as she sought employment in 
Australian job markets and other social fields is, according to Bourdieu and as 
discussed in Chapter Two, a form of ‘symbolic violence’ involving language in terms 
of accent and mono-lingualism. Bourdieu defines symbolic violence as “violence that 
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is exercised upon a social agent with his or her complicity” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 
1996, pp. 167-168). 
Peri seems to have been ‘forced’ to trade off her language and accent in order 
to integrate into Australian society and its job market. Bourdieu (1997, p. 647), argues 
that “all particular linguistic transactions depend on the structure of the linguistic field, 
which is itself a particular expression of the structure of the power relations between 
the groups possessing the corresponding competences”. It would appear from these 
arguments, therefore, that the English language and English accent seem to have more 
power than the migrant women’s languages and accents.   
Another challenge Peri experienced was the comment made by an employer 
after seeing her in person during an interview and during the course of the employment. 
Despite breaking through the accent barrier she experienced over the phone, it seemed 
that Peri still faced other barriers: the colour of her skin and her job performance. This 
was evident when one employer, after realising her potential, said, “The first day I saw 
you, I didn’t think you would be able to express yourself, I thought someone had drilled 
you with what you said.”  
Such experiences appear to have placed Peri as ‘different’ to the dominant 
group because of her accent and skin colour. Since she seemed to have a different 
cultural capital to that of her employer, he had constructed Peri as different to other 
employees. His first impressions of her appear to correspond to Bourdieu’s concept of 
habitus, whereby her employer drew on racialized habitus deficit assumptions based 
on Peri’s accent and skin colour.   
Discrimination and down-skilling had a significant negative impact on Peri. It 
is well-known that discrimination destroys self-esteem and self-worth and would be 
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likely to have resulted in other major negative consequences for the women involved. 
At this stage, Peri began to question her looks and other personal qualities: 
Maybe because of my looks, I had to go to a self-development course [that] 
boosted my self-esteem after working in the nursing homes because it was a 
low paid, low skilled job. People with no high school qualifications could do 
it. I remember one time we had a government delegation from Tanzania and 
we had to tell them what we did for work during the introduction. I was lucky 
then because I was able to say that I worked in the banking industry but some 
of my friends who worked in nursing homes said…, ‘I’m just looking after 
my kids,’ instead of saying, ‘I’m working in a nursing home.’ 
 
According to Peri, while introducing themselves to the Tanzanian government 
delegation, some of her friends lied and instead of saying they were working in a 
nursing home, they said they were not employed but at home looking after children. 
The false statements are probably because of their perception that due to their 
qualifications, the delegates expected them to be employed in ‘prestigious’ professions 
that they undertook in Africa. According to Bourdieu, this would be because of their 
own ‘internalized oppression’, which could be regarded as ‘symbolic violence’.  
When asked what migrant women should do to assist themselves when entering 
the labour market in Australia, Peri recommended that African migrant women should 
network with other successful migrants, identify training gaps and upgrade their skills, 
including computer skills. This is a very costly exercise that Peri and many migrants 
have already undertaken. Peri said, “I did a post-graduate diploma in IT just to develop 
myself. It cost me a lot but it helped.”  
Finally, Peri was asked to comment on what the government or other agencies 
should do to assist new migrants with settlement and employment in Australia. Peri 
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recommended that government agencies must acknowledge that all humans are equal. 
Peri stated that she always questioned the Equal Employment Opportunity (EEO) 
concept, the accent and particularly ‘the Australian experience.’ She posed this 
question, “A chicken and an egg, what comes first?” meaning what should come first: 
the Australian experience or the first job offer by Australian employers.  She added, 
“the government is probably doing more for African migrant refugees but not for us.” 
When she first arrived, Peri received no help at all. For example, she paid about 
$AUD5000 for the self-development course. She added, “It seems that the government 
is telling the migrant women and other migrants: ‘Just come with your qualifications 
and skills but we have got nothing to do with your skills.’” 
Some of Peri’s recommendations suggest that African migrant women should 
exercise agency and come up with a strategy involving different ways of being, which 
Bourdieu calls ‘habitus’, a “strategy-generating principle enabling agents to cope with 
unforeseen and ever-changing situations” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72). It is not a uniformly 
imposed or fixed way of being, but a ‘generative structure’ formed in dynamic 
relations within specific social fields (McNay, 1999). Bourdieu’s approach stems from 
the point of view of actors engaged in struggles in pursuit of their interests, which is 
how Bourdieu connects the most central of his concepts: habitus and conflict. 
5.1.2 Bella.  
In 1996, Bella, a 50-year-old woman from Tanzania, migrated to Australia. In 
Tanzania, Bella was trained as a civil engineer at Dar es Salaam University. After 
completing her bachelor degree in civil engineering, Bella was immediately 
employed by the Tanzanian Government’s Department of Communication and 
Transportation. When asked about her experience as a civil engineer in Tanzania, 
Bella stated, “I was happy with my work because I was doing what I had studied.”  
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Before migrating to Australia, Bella’s employer informed her of the Australian 
Government Commonwealth Scholarship Program. She applied and was selected from 
the many applicants for the scholarship. Bella was then accepted by the University of 
Sydney for a Master of Engineering as an international student. During her time 
studying in Australia, Bella admired the Australian way of life such that she decided 
to apply for a permanent residence permit. However, one of the conditions of her 
scholarship was that she could not extend her student visa, so she had to return to her 
home country, Tanzania, for at least two years after graduating before she could return 
to Australia. Bella left Australia for 2 years and was later granted a permanent 
residency visa via skilled migrant for herself, her husband and two children.   
However, upon re-entry into Australia with her newly acquired ‘skilled migrant 
visa’, Bella was unable to secure an engineering job that utilized her qualifications. 
Instead, she worked as a cleaner, assistant nurse and personal caregiver.  After endless 
applications for jobs in her field of study, Bella decided to apply re-conversion 
strategies: 
When I didn’t get a job in engineering, I started looking for anything to 
survive. First, I started as a cleaner in a hospital, later I worked… as a nursing 
home assistant and later I was told that if we go through TAFE, they said it 
was a transition course and when we finish, we can get a job in the areas we 
studied for. So, after the TAFE course, I was placed at… South Sydney 
Council [doing work experience] as a civil engineer. But very unluckily, the 
council was merging with another department and because I had only worked 
there for 2 months, I… was downsized, so that’s how I lost the job. Then I 
continued working as an assistant in nursing and joined community services 
and worked as a carer for about five years there. Then came this opportunity, 
my friend told me that [people with] certain degrees [could] do a transition 
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course and then qualify for a degree in nursing, so I took the chance…, and I 
went for that. 
 
Along with other African migrant women in this study, Bella experienced what 
is called ‘transverse movement’; she changed her career from civil engineering to 
professional nursing. However, it could be argued that the ‘transverse movement’ made 
by Bella and other migrants may be regarded as a ‘downward’, not an ‘upward’ 
movement. For example, Bella seems to have been forced to re-convert into a nursing 
degree because she was unable to find work in engineering and needed to survive and 
provide for her children: “I had to adjust myself and change my thinking to become a 
nurse from being an engineer, so I am heading to being happy, but I wouldn’t say that 
I’m fully satisfied.” According to Bourdieu (2010), “the re-conversion of the capital 
held in one form to another, more accessible, more profitable or more legitimate form 
tends to induce a transformation of asset structure” (p. 125).  
Bella and other African migrant women still struggle. Their social and 
economic capital does not seem to have increased nor have they been maintained after 
migration. Consequently, their position within the class structure remains unchanged 
(not improved) when compared to their employment experiences in their countries of 
origin. For example, Bella stated: 
It’s hard because they always looked for local experience, which I didn’t have, 
and they wouldn’t give me the local experience because I was a foreigner… 
If it wasn’t for the council de-merging, probably I would have kept that job, 
got the local experience and got permanently employed there, but I couldn’t 
get the local experience, that’s the hardest part. Otherwise, I always send my 
resumes and applications, I have been to so many interviews but because of 
my situation and my level, they expected someone with massive local 
experience. Being an engineer means you are a leader at some level but if you 
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don’t have local experience, you are not good. 
 
Marginalization and differential treatment is one of the common obstacles to 
securing a better life for migrants. Bella and most women in this study reported that 
they experienced some form of racism or discrimination due to being migrants who do 
not have local experience.  Bella stated: 
They should give us a chance because if someone is migrating, they will have 
cultural shock. They shouldn't say, ‘This one is not looking at my eyes; she is 
not confident.’ No, it’s a cultural difference… If someone can’t express 
themselves because of their language that doesn't mean she can’t do the job. 
In the interviews, they should consider the knowledge and not how someone 
can lie. 
However, the need to obtain local experience as a bridge to paid work 
is not unique to the African immigrant women. Migrant women from other 
countries such as the Philippines, India and others go through similar 
experiences (HO, 2012, Dworzanowski-Venter 2017, Purkayashastha 2005). 
Therefore, while it may be viewed as anti-immigrant, even racist, it is not 
necessarily anti-African women. 
When asked about the challenges she faced as a qualified African migrant 
woman in Australian job markets, Bella replied, 
I don’t know but there are some traces of discrimination… I won’t say much 
of discrimination but you can see that being a woman and not having local 
experience, they quickly get you out of the way. What else can you do? 
Sometimes they say you said something that you didn’t say and you can’t 
defend yourself much. Maybe [it’s] the language barrier and cultural 
difference. You just get the feeling that I’m not needed, I’m not wanted here. 
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According to Bella, she had to become a nurse in order to survive and feed her 
family, but her preference was to work in her area of qualification: engineering. When 
asked if she thought she had been forced to down-skill, Bella replied, “Of course, if I 
was working as an engineer, I would be (earning) double the amount I'm getting now 
as a registered nurse.” When asked if she still wanted to work as an engineer, she 
replied, “As time goes…, the idea is fading out… but if I get a chance, I would go for 
it.” Although Bella has not yet lost her desire to work in engineering, she would prefer 
to work as an engineer rather than a nurse if given the opportunity. This is an example 
of what the women face in deploying the social, cultural, linguistic and economic 
capital they possess and how they re-convert this capital within the Australian context. 
Bella has experienced exclusion and down-skilling and when she could not find work 
in the area of her qualification, she was forced to re-convert from being an engineer to 
a nurse. 
Bella agrees that the government and other agencies make a great effort to 
support some migrants entering the workforce, but she explains, “The problems are 
the jobs…it is there where they can treat you badly or different.” She added that 
Australian employers need to be educated so that they have a better understanding of 
migrant issues and their employment disadvantages. However, the main issue is not 
only about assisting migrants into any job; the problem is the fact that most migrants, 
including Bella, are not able to gain employment in the area of their training and 
qualifications.  
Bella advises other migrant women to “never… give up’. She urges them to be 
confident, courageous, know what is available and advance themselves by studying 
relevant courses, which may mean re-converting, as she did, to other professions if 
they cannot find work in the areas of their qualifications. Bella has experienced down-
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skilling and managed to settle well enough. Although pleased that she was able to 
apply re-conversion strategies by making a ‘transverse movement’ from being an 
engineer to a nurse, she is still “not satisfied” and would prefer to work as a civil 
engineer since that is what she trained to do. 
5.1.3 Maju.  
In 2000, Maju, her husband and two children migrated from Zimbabwe to 
Australia. Maju’s husband, a mechanic, entered Australia through skilled migration, 
which enabled Maju to obtain a spouse visa. Their visa conditions required Maju and 
her husband to live 4 years in the country or remote areas before they could move to 
Sydney or any other major cities; thus, they settled in Goulburn, which is about two 
hours from Sydney. 
Before migrating to Australia, Maju was a childcare worker with the 
Dominican sisters at the Dominican Nursery School in Zimbabwe. “I was known as 
someone with a great personality and good character. My co-workers thought my 
greatest skills were effective communication skills, listening skills and allowing other 
views to be discussed,” said Maju. She was happy and satisfied with her job in 
Zimbabwe until she and her husband decided that the whole family would migrate to 
Australia for a better life and better education for their children. 
Maju’s settlement experience in Australia was challenging. She stated, “It is 
not easy when one comes to a new country with a different culture, which has different 
learned values, rules and customs.” Even though Maju had learned written and spoken 
English in Zimbabwe, she found that “Australian people speak different English.” It 
was clear from her statements that Maju was raising the issue of accent, and she found 
it hard to understand the Australian accent initially. Language, and particularly accent, 
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is a common challenge that migrants face as they seek to break into the Australian job 
markets. 
Maju’s job search experience was difficult. Although her husband found work 
in Goulburn, she did not have much success in finding employment: 
 
I looked for a job in childcare but could not find one. The reason may be 
prejudice, fear of people who do not look the same, the accent phenomenon 
comes into effect when employers are considering whom to employ. Later, I 
met a lady at a Catholic church who later on referred me to Goulburn Motor 
Lodge. That’s where I got my first cleaning job.  
 
Maju’s narrative shows that she was unable to find work using formal job application 
processes such as job advertisements. However, when she formed social relationships 
and networks through the church and informal conversations, she shared her job 
seeking experiences and discussed her need for employment with mainstream 
Australians and finally gained employment.  
After one year, Maju and her family had to move from Goulburn to Sydney 
because the company where her husband worked was about to close and had reduced 
hours for workers. At this stage, Maju enrolled in the Bachelor of Education degree at 
the University of Western Sydney. Whilst in Sydney, Maju continued searching for 
employment without success until one day when she exercised her networking skills:  
I met one builder who was constructing a nursing home in Greenacre. When 
I passed him as I walked with my 2.5-year-old daughter, he greeted me and 
we started talking. He asked me where I originally come from. When I told 
him I was from Zimbabwe, he told me that Zimbabwe is a beautiful country 
and he once went to Zimbabwe. He asked me if I was working and I told him 
that I was looking for a job. The man told me he was going to put my name 
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down at the nursing home and I should come to check after 3 months if the 
nursing home was in operation. While waiting, I put down my name with 
agencies for a job in childcare. I got a [casual] job with MM [synonym] and 
was working at different childcare centres. I later got a full-time job at 
Nursing, thanks to the efforts of the friendly builder.   
 
It is evident from examining Maju’s job search and networking experiences that social 
networking has important benefits for both the employer and the job seeker. 
“Employers prefer social networking to save advertisement costs and also feel they are 
hiring a known quantity, which means from the same group” (as cited in Getachew, 
2012, pp. 7-8). This is, according to Bourdieu, a form of social capital that African 
migrants bring as they engage with the mainstream Australians. 
However, from a gender perspective, according to Huffman and Torres’ (2001) 
explanation, social networking exhibits gendered behaviour. As a dominant instrument 
in accessing employment, social networking produces different employment outcomes 
for males and females in the labour market (as cited in Getachew, 2012, p. 8). Tbaraa 
adds that compared to men, women have a reduced social network due to having less 
power and influence, which has the potential to cause occupational gender segregation 
in the labour market (as cited in Huffman & Torres 2001). 
One could also argue that due to the family and childcare responsibilities 
experienced by Maju and other women in this study, women have less time for social 
networking and may also find themselves networking with other women in a similar 
situation. This may result in further exclusion from mainstream Australians and hence, 
less self-confidence and more down-skilling. “Considering the power imbalance in the 
labour market, Tbaraa’s idea is greatly convincing to accept, that women have less 
social connection compared to men” (as cited in Getachew, 2012, p. 8). 
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There seems to be a shift in gender roles and women’s experiences between 
the African culture and the Anglo-Australian culture. For example, Maju reported: 
The other thing which made settlement not easy was that I didn’t have any 
relatives to help me with chores and I found that I had to juggle home, family 
and work. My observation, speaking as an African woman: African men take 
their women for granted, that a woman should act as a super human being and 
serve the man hand and foot. Most African men talk of culture, not bothering 
to cook, or do some of the household chores due to pure laziness. They use 
the patriarchy dogma where men maintain dominance as a superior sex. My 
suggestion is that men from Africa should also cook to help their spouses. 
They can go on the internet or on television to learn simple cooking skills. It 
is not helpful to continue the patriarchy behaviour in a changing environment. 
That is why some marriages are disintegrating, because some working women 
feel the cultural discourse is used to oppress and take advantage of them. 
Globalization is a game changer and culture is not static. People should move 
with the times. 
 
 Maju’s aforementioned experience of domestic duties shows that she is clearly 
attempting to deconstruct some stereotyped gender role beliefs about African family 
gender role divisions. This is a new theme emerging in this study. For example, Maju 
and some other African women have started to desire the gender practices of the 
country of destination.  
Maju also found that some mainstream Australians have a ‘fear of difference 
or fear of the unknown’, which makes them treat people who are different from them 
differently. Similar to other migrants in this study, Maju’s observations concerning 
local or Australian work experience were similar to those of other migrants in this 
study:  
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The other thing is the assumption or notion that because you do not look like 
the people here, because of colour, ethnicity, fear of unknown and perhaps 
prejudice, you might not be able to perform. How would anyone know how 
an individual is able to perform when one is not given the opportunity to be 
tried and tested? Maybe the environment is not used to people of a different 
colour? Many times I was asked whether I learned English in Sydney; 
sometimes the ignorance can be deafening. 
 
Ignorance can be deafening indeed. Some mainstream Australians appear not 
to want to know about the hardship experienced by skilled migrants. Most of the 
African migrant women in this study have experienced discrimination and exclusion 
due to the ignorance of some members of the Australian community. For example, 
Maju reported that “getting into the workforce when one is in the countryside was not 
easy” due to issues surrounding ‘race’, ethnicity, accent and not being part of the 
community because of not being born in the area.  
Maju advised migrants to use the internet to check where opportunities for 
work are most likely to be, and to check what Australia’s requirements are regarding 
women and work in the country. Furthermore, they should learn new skills, 
particularly computer skills, and avoid learning just for the sake of the document, but 
instead undertake a course that facilitates employment, and train or specialize in areas 
that are in demand as far as work is concerned. Maju also recommended seeking 
assistance from organizations and agencies that cater for women in Australia, as well 
as interacting with other African women who have already experienced migration to 
Australia in order to learn how to navigate the job market. 
Maju feels that the government has given considerable help to migrants, but 
she has concerns about the current practices of the government and other agencies:   
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Telling many to go to the countryside does not seem to be helpful, since jobs 
are in short supply in the countryside. For any African, the first point of call 
should be an organization of African people if arriving through Sydney.  The 
other thing is that real estate agencies are reluctant to offer rental 
accommodation if one does not have a job and has more than two children 
because in economic terms, the real estate is left in limbo as they cannot 
ensure that the person will continue renting for a significant period. People 
end up with depression because there is a limited network for African women 
to socialize in their own ways that they are used to. A number who came to 
Australia have left and returned to Zimbabwe. 
 
Maju’s above comment linked the issues of down-skilling or lack of 
employment, to the number of children a migrant has and the real-estate market. One 
can see the number of challenges migrant women face in their new country in addition 
to down-skilling, unemployment and exclusion. 
Garrido and Codo’s findings confirm that migration is generally a process of 
de-classing and downward socioeconomic and professional mobility, and this happens 
most acutely in the case of migrants who possess skilled human capital, such as tertiary 
educational qualifications and highly valued English language skills (2014, p. 17). 
Maju experienced down-skilling and ‘re-converted’ to other professions including 
nursing. For example, she re-converted from pre-school teacher to support worker. 
According to Bourdieu (2010), Maju made a ‘transverse movement’ from one 
profession to another. Since she does not seem to be satisfied with her move, this is 
considered a ‘downward movement’ because according to Bourdieu (2010), her assets 
have not improved or increased. 
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 5.1.4 Gadi.  
         In 2004, Gadi, her husband and three children migrated to Australia through the 
skilled migration program. Her husband was a nurse so Gadi had a spouse visa. Prior 
to her migration to Australia, Gadi was trained and worked as a teacher in the fashion 
and design industry in Zimbabwe. She was very happy there; “I had my little 
workshop, a shop where people would press orders and I had two girls working under 
me. I was my own boss.” 
Gadi’s family migrated to Australia after hearing many testimonies from 
Zimbabweans who had migrated. Gadi stated that at that time, most people migrated 
from Zimbabwe to Western countries including Australia, and she always received 
positive feedback from them that life is much better in Australia because of the free 
education, free medical care and other benefits. Gadi and her husband decided this was 
a great opportunity, especially for their children. 
Gadi also spoke passionately about cultural conflicts: “Back home, we didn’t 
talk when our parents talked, but here they do… but we brought (our children) here… 
we have confused them.” Gadi stated that her older sons moved out of home to attend 
university. Although they used to return home to visit their mum in the past, they have 
girlfriends now and no longer visit her. She also said that her last born, a daughter, 
would finish Year 12 and go to university next year, so that Gadi would be alone.  
Migration comes at a great cost and with a number of consequences for the 
individual migrants concerned. Gadi planned to give up her house and live in her car 
because of the frustration she experienced, which indicates she was not coping with 
her current situation. Prior to migrating to Australia, Gadi was satisfied with her job in 
Zimbabwe, where she was surrounded by supportive family and friends, but she lost 
all this after migration. She also experienced culture shock, faced discrimination, and 
worked three jobs. However, she appears to be most distressed about her failed 
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marriage and her children following the Australian way of life and choosing not to 
visit their mother. Gadi told her children that she was planning her own ‘world of 
living’. When asked what she meant by this phrase, she replied that she is thinking of 
living in her car. She explained, “In my car, I’m my own boss, no one is going to… 
inspect the place, and no one is going to tell me to turn the music down.”  
In retrospect, Gadi said she should not have migrated to Australia because most 
of her expectations have resulted in disappointment beyond what she could have 
imagined. She stated,  
I have to work two to three jobs to survive here: two in Bathurst and one in 
Orange. Back home, I had my social life and time to connect with others. But 
in Australia, I have experienced social discrimination, which made it very 
challenging. I feel like I have lost my identity, dignity and sense of belonging. 
 
As Gadi’s experience demonstrates, migration entails ‘starting all over’, which can be 
“a dehumanizing and humiliating experience many of them would like to undo” 
(Garrido & Codo, 2014, p. 19). 
For a long time, Gadi sought work in the area of her qualification without 
success. Her experience was very challenging as she lived in smaller cities and towns 
such as Walgett  with a population of 800 and a few years later, she moved to Orange, 
where the population is now 37,000. Gadi stated that she moved to a bigger community 
(Orange) for her children’s educational needs. Whilst in Orange, she continued her 
long search for employment and eventually found work in the hospitality industry as 
a kitchen assistant in a local restaurant. This was not a job she wanted to do but she 
had children to support. Gadi applied some ‘re-conversion strategies’ (Bourdieu, 2010) 
and undertook ‘any job’ in order to feed and support her family.  
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Later, Gadi found that nursing had more employment opportunities in Australia 
and she decided to go back to university and study a Bachelor of Nursing. She was 
accepted into nursing at Charles Stuart University in Bathurst. In order to reduce travel 
expenses and the long commute, Gadi decided to move to Bathurst with her children. 
She had to re-convert to nursing not because she was interested in becoming a nurse, 
but because it was a profession that readily accepted African migrants. 
Whilst in Bathurst, Gadi needed to look for another job and this took quite a 
long time. After extensive searching and networking she was able to find a job in a 
laundry service. She said that it was “a little tricky’ as she later became a team leader, 
stating, “Older employees were hard to control; some openly told me ‘I wouldn’t be 
told something to do by anyone.’” Gadi added, “I had to struggle; it was hard to meet 
the target because they refused to work under my supervision.” Some of her 
subordinates openly insisted, “I can’t work under a person like that.” After Gadi 
complained to the manager, she said there was a slight improvement. The manager 
reminded workers of the organization’s policy stating that employees must either 
cooperate or leave. One could argue from Gadi’s narrative that she experienced direct 
discrimination because she was different from the rest of the group. 
Gadi was the only ‘black’ employee working in an organization with 150 
employees, many of whom had little or no education. She said during the recruitment 
process that 10 candidates were interviewed and she was offered the position. 
However, the job was more frustrating and stressful than she anticipated and she 
reported feeling “different and out of place.” Although some people supported her, 
Gadi left the position after 4 years to pursue a career in nursing. Discrimination, Gadi 
believed, forced her out of a job that she had acquired via merit selection. 
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Gadi advised other African migrant women to have confidence and apply for 
jobs. She urged women to believe in themselves because with confidence and relevant 
qualifications, they should be able to find work and many opportunities. However, she 
added that sometimes African migrant women are overqualified for jobs, “so they 
don’t give you the job.” The system effectively forces migrant women to acquire many 
qualifications thinking that this will help them gain employment in Australia. 
According to Bourgeoisie (2010), this is a form of ‘symbolic violence’. It pushes 
migrant women in this study and others to acquire different qualifications, a costly, 
time-consuming and psychologically demanding exercise that affects migrant women 
and their family members. 
Gadi mentioned that the government was making considerable effort to support 
migrants through TAFE, universities and other social networking initiatives. She 
suggested that African migrant women ought to “go out there and participate” and 
utilize the help available at migrant resource centres for people with limited English. 
It is clear that, intrinsically, migration reproduces power and knowledge against 
women. For example, for women who suffered in their original country due to its own 
patriarchal system, migration also maintained the force of ‘universal patriarchy’  that 
is claimed by the mainstream feminist movement as being responsible for asymmetric 
division both locally and internationally. Hoffman’s (2005) observation that down-
skilling as a phenomenon is more commonly experienced by women than men in the 
migration trajectory confirms the above explanation (as cited in Getachew, 2012, p. 
11).  
Gadi experienced down-skilling, applied re-conversion strategies and moved 
to another profession (nursing). She also experienced direct and indirect racism, as 
well as exclusion, based on the fact that she was a migrant and different. For Gadi, her 
130 | P a g e  
 
migration experience came at a great cost. She now lives far from her extended family 
and friends; her marriage failed and she seems to be losing her children to Western 
ideas and practices. 
5.1.5 Rero.  
The first time Rero came to Australia in 1999, she had a student visa to study 
hospitality management at a college in Canberra. Unable to find work as a hospitality 
manager, she studied business accounting but in 2005, after being unable to secure 
employment in either of her two areas, she returned to Kenya and worked in investment 
banking. However, she still desired to live in Australia so, via the skilled migration 
program, she applied for permanent residency, which was granted, and returned to 
Australia, her ideal country, in 2008. 
Rero initially experienced great difficulty entering the workforce in Australia  
because after completing her hospitality qualification, she was not a permanent 
resident and was unable to secure even a traineeship as a hotel manager because most 
places wanted ‘Australian experience’. Rero said, “The easiest way to get a job in 
hospitality is to gain experience. To get experience in Australia, you had to be a citizen 
because no hotel manager was going to give you a job as a trainee.” 
When she was unable to find work in hospitality or accounting, Rero returned 
to Kenya.  She explained,  
Most international students at the college… at the time would study and… go 
back [to their countries] because they would not get the opportunity to get 
management traineeships… To some extent, that affected me and I went back 
to Kenya for some time. 
 
Rero was unable to find work in the area of her qualifications because she lacked 
Australian experience and was not a citizen. She described her disappointment: 
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When I did the business accounting and hospitality management, I thought it 
[would] be easy to get a job because I had Australian qualifications…, [but] 
wherever I went to ask for a job, they asked, ‘Do you have experience?’ The 
experience I had as a student was in waitressing because that’s what they 
would give you.  
 
Despite these setbacks in Australia, Rero still desired to return to Australia with 
permanent residency for a better life and future.  
Upon her return to Australia, Rero still had difficulty breaking into the 
employment market. She applied for positions in hospitality and accounting but was 
unsuccessful, despite having permanent residency. Rero opted to return to university 
to study nursing, a significant change and brave move that she was forced to make. “I 
did a Bachelor of Business, (Hotel Management), so you’d expect to be in a managerial 
role, but they were not forthcoming. So in 2008, when I came to Australia, I trained as 
a nurse.” Rero was disappointed as she thought that permanent residency would ease 
her entry into the workforce, but she was wrong. It was still a struggle: “When I came 
back in 2008, I didn’t expect that getting employment was going to be difficult.” Rero 
needed a job to feed her family: “I was a university qualified, had my accounting 
experience but still I did not get anything, so that’s why I said nursing was the next 
best thing.”  
After completing a nursing degree, Rero was employed as a nurse for a few 
years but discovered that nursing was not fulfilling, so she decided to do a midwifery 
course, where she experienced both direct and indirect discrimination: 
Amongst five other students of Australian backgrounds, I happened to be the 
only one who did not get the job and the reason they gave was that I did not 
interview well enough. To me, that was another challenge that I faced because 
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there I was, as qualified as the other students, but at the same time not getting 
the job I had applied for. It makes you question your ability [and] start 
wondering, ‘Is it because I’m not good enough?’ It also makes you think, as 
much as you don’t want to go back to that issue of racism, really there was 
nothing else, to me, to explain… why I did not get the job.  
 
When asked if she had any opportunities in Australia, Rero stated that Australia 
has plenty of opportunities in terms of training and education for migrants and there 
are employment opportunities in the nursing field. She no longer works as a nurse or 
midwife because she secured a position as a case manager with the Department of 
Family and Community Services. 
Rero re-converted from hospitality, accounting and nursing to community 
services. She is one of the participants that had to move across many fields while 
possessing several qualifications that she was somehow ‘forced’ to obtain to break 
through employment barriers. However, according to Bourdieu (2010), these 
movements have not actually changed her assets or improved her position within the 
class structure. 
Rero seems to have agency; this is her advice to other migrant women: 
Fight twice as hard as our Australian counterparts, which… just shows our 
resilience. But…we should not go into this workforce thinking we are 
disadvantaged because of our colour or being the minority. That should not 
keep us from applying for these jobs or aspiring to be better in whichever field 
we get into because we can do whatever we put our heads to. [Regarding] our 
educational qualifications as much as possible… whatever we do with our 
studies, we should do it well. Having that educational background is 
important. Being curious whilst on the job is also good because talking to 
people exposes you to different ways of thinking and different opportunities 
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that could be there that we may not know about. But once you know about it 
then you know it’s something you can strive for. We must step up, not just for 
ourselves but for those coming after us… Our children are growing up in 
Australia and if we sit back [saying], ‘I can only do this’, it says to them that 
they can’t do much. 
 
When asked what the government ought to do to support migrant women 
entering the workforce, Rero suggested that the government should ensure that 
migrants are placed in the workplace; “That issue of ‘do you have experience’ and if I 
have experience from back home, there should be a way [to] verify that experience.” 
Rero believes that skills and experience from Kenya or any other country are 
transferrable: “[For] African nurses coming to Australia, I don’t think they should be 
made to study afresh.”  
Rero also spoke against the English test imposed on all migrants, including 
those from English speaking countries such as Kenya. She explained and advocated, 
 
There’s nothing to stop me from being able to communicate here in Australia 
in that same language, so asking migrants to [pay to] study English again… 
is demoralizing really because that’s money that could be used to help our 
family… Having a simple test to gauge somebody’s ability should be enough 
really and if you have doubts, then give them a program where they can 
[improve] their skills [and] language ability if they need to. But just grouping 
everyone [together] and saying, ‘You have to study the English language!’ is 
not fair. 
 
Rero had agency and great confidence. She explained, “When I completed 
nursing…, I was supposed to do the English test to get registration and I refused.” In 
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contrast to other migrants in this study, Rero refused the English test required for her 
nursing registration, claiming that she obtained her tertiary qualifications in Australia 
and comes from an English- speaking country; she was allowed to register without the 
test. She added, “African women… need to pull together to give each other that 
strength to fight for… our rights…we need a voice.” 
Rero experienced significant down-skilling, discrimination and exclusion. 
However, due to her agency, she can advocate for herself and other women. Rero re-
converted from hospitality, accounting, and nursing to her current role as a case 
manager. She is one of the participants who came to Australia with a student visa, 
returned to her country of origin, applied for a skilled migration visa and then returned 
to Australia and managed to re-convert herself. 
5.1.6 Pokye   
In 2008, Pokye migrated to Australia from Tanzania with her two children in 
order to join her husband who had already settled in Australia. Pokye was trained in 
Tanzania where she worked as a teacher from 1993 and then as both a teacher and 
librarian from 2002; she also worked as a counsellor. Despite being happy and satisfied 
with her job in Tanzania, she wanted to be with her husband and provide a better future 
for their children.  
  Upon arrival in Australia, she was employed in a childcare service. Pokye 
stated that the hours were not flexible enough for her to take her children to and from 
school. She felt that her job interfered with her parenting responsibilities. The decision 
to quit her childcare job and seek a position that accommodated her priorities was not 
easy, but one of the reasons for her migration was to reunite her family and spend time 
with them. Pokye left her job and looked for employment as a nursing assistant after 
completing a Certificate III in Aged Care.  
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With a degree of networking, Pokye found two jobs, as a personal carer and 
nursing assistant, and claimed, “I was lucky because I just met one man… that’s when 
I got a job.” Despite the obvious down-skilling, when asked if she was satisfied with 
her current job, Pokye affirmed that she was because the job suited her family needs 
and she was also able to provide care and counselling to some nursing home clients. 
She explained, “Because I did counselling skills, I feel like I am on the same track 
because even teaching is like caring. So, it’s like aged care.”  
When asked whether she was satisfied being a personal carer, Pokye insisted, 
“I am happy to work where I feel good and help people.” Pokye loves helping, ‘and 
this is an  example’ of some migrants who have chosen to down-skill simply because 
the jobs provided weekend penalty rates and the flexibility to work mornings, 
afternoons and nights, which can result in higher wages than office work. 
Despite her love for her job at the nursing home, Pokye faced some challenges 
because she was different from the other people. She recounted, “One lady was very 
rude and told me she doesn’t like black people,” but instead of being upset with the 
lady, Pokye responded positively. She said, “I started taking care of her day to day and 
she came to be very good to me and when the time came for me to leave her, she said, 
‘Come and kiss me.’ Then she told me she never thought she would kiss a black 
woman.” 
Pokye experienced racism from the patients under her care as well as from the 
management of her workplace. She said, “It’s challenging. Management wants 
something… done and you want to work on these days [but]… they give more priority 
to ‘white people’ than black employees. When something [goes 
] wrong, it becomes like the black staff have done it.” She faced differential treatment 
on shift allocation and was blamed for any incidents that occurred. Pokye added,  
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The job is good [but] sometimes you find that a person doesn’t want to be 
showered or cared [for] by you because you’re a black person. They have a 
choice so you can’t force them. I don’t feel bad but I only tell them that we 
are all human beings and only God created [us] with different colours. I feel 
that they need someone to tell them the truth, they need someone to engage 
them and tell them that it isn’t something that made us black, it is God who 
created us like that, though some people I meet say, ‘Oh my God, I wish I 
were black... I want to go into the sunshine and turn my colour to be black.’ 
So, it’s a two-sided thing; some want to be black and some don’t. 
 
Pokye is a committed Christian and practices her faith by loving others and not 
paying attention to negativity. She seems to have an understanding and respects the 
residents and their choices. However, the truth of the matter is that some residents 
exhibited racist attitudes. 
When asked to give advice to other migrants, Pokye said they should not give 
up but try to find any type of work to begin with, while they continue searching for 
jobs in the field of their qualification. She also said that participating in voluntary work 
was a way to gain work experience that can be translated into future employment. 
Pokye urged the government to put priority on migrants by providing education, 
training and opportunities to work “because sometimes they say ‘you don’t have 
experience’ but how can someone have any experience if you’ve not giving them a 
chance and time to get experience?” 
5.1.7 Faines.  
In 2000, Faines migrated to Australia from Tanzania on a student visa. In 
Tanzania, she was studying business administration and international marketing at the 
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College of Business Education. She narrated that she had to live in Adelaide for nearly 
11.5 years before she settled in Sydney, where she lives currently. 
Despite having an Advanced Diploma in International Business and 
Marketing, Faines said it was difficult to secure a job for which she was qualified.  
Therefore, she completed a degree in the field hoping to improve her situation, but it 
seemed her efforts were unsuccessful. She stated, “It was an advanced diploma in 
international business and marketing and after I finished that, I decided to continue 
[with] higher education [to have] a degree”. Faines was optimistic that after working 
hard, her efforts would automatically be rewarded but she realised that was not the 
case. Her experience in applying for jobs was that most responses were from 
Melbourne and Perth, locations that were not convenient for her. Faines later decided 
to adopt a more flexible technique to see whether this approach would be successful.  
Faines also explained how she had to change several jobs as a student because 
it was difficult to survive and meet all her expenses:   
 
When I was a student, I was relying on jobs like cleaning or working in the 
factory… They really helped me in terms of paying my school fees as you 
understand the currency for our country to Australia is a bit expensive… My 
parents couldn't manage because my dad is retired, and my mum is a business 
woman. So, depending on one income, the jobs really helped me. I really 
thank God for the support [my parents] provided during that time so I moved 
on and tried to find other jobs. 
 
In addition to the above, when Faines applied a more flexible approach, she 
obtained a job in the Migration Resource Centre at the Baptist Community Centre and 
later secured a permanent position at the Department of Health and Ageing in Sydney. 
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It was demoralising for Faines because after having made a commendable effort, she 
was employed in jobs where her qualifications, prior experience and skills were 
disregarded. She stated, “I worked with the African community at the Migrant 
Resource Centre. That was my first job as a project officer, mainly dealing with a 
number of different African communities delivering settlement programs,” which are 
programs accepted by the government to assist immigrants to settle effectively.  
Drawing on her experience, Faines encouraged immigrant women to be 
flexible and not overly ambitious; she saw the importance of taking whatever work 
was available, since it was better than nothing. She stated, “This is my experience… 
in terms of getting a job, I just think we need to be flexible and sometimes what we 
aim for might be difficult, so you can allow yourself to be flexible.” 
Faines elaborated that an immigrant may find it hard, or may find it easy to get 
a job. However, a migrant should focus on the information and the networks they 
establish, rather than being naive. She said: 
 
It’s hard if you don’t know where to… get support. As an international 
student, you use the internet to research, but if you don’t know where the 
employment agencies are, how they work, then employment in Australia is 
really difficult, but if you do understand that or if you spend more years in 
Australia, you will meet friends or actually people who will help you and give 
you motivation to get employment. 
 
Faines explained that, as an African woman, she faced several challenges before she 
finally settled. Her qualifications were not recognised since she was from a third-world 
country, and there was a general suspicion that truth and integrity in those countries 
were ‘relative concepts’. However, Faines was surprised that the same principle did 
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not apply to the example of a person who wanted to study a Master’s degree in 
marketing after completing an undergraduate marketing degree overseas. This is 
discouraging for those who were once in senior positions overseas, but are required to 
re-start the process, although it might not be necessary. Faines explained: 
 
When I came here, my qualifications were not recognized because [Tanzania 
is] a third-world country; hence qualifications must be accessed and 
recognized [as] meeting Australian standards. That will also apply in 
education. When you want to go to university, they want a certificate. That’s 
the big challenge because I have a friend… in a managerial position whose 
qualifications are not recognised, so [the friend] needs to go back to university 
and study further. 
 
Faines stated that age is another challenge facing African migrant women in 
Australia although it did not apply in her case: 
Age… matters a lot because people [aged] 50 or 60 [are told to] go to school. I was 
ok because I saw myself young [so] if I [went] to university, I would have time to start 
work and start a family as well. 
 
Finally, Faines discussed the difficulty she faced when trying to adapt to 
Australian systems because, according to Faines, Australians have a different 
perspective compared to that of African migrants. She explained that it takes time for 
migrants to adjust, after experiencing cultural shock, to eventually living a normal life 
in Australia. Faines stated,   
The second [issue] is really fitting in [the] Australian system. When you start 
working, there is a different view from people you work with… We came 
from Tanzania, and some Australians don’t know how to understand people 
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from different countries. For example, the cultural differences and 
expectations of employers for immigrants. I had to work hard to [fit in], 
prove… myself capable and maximize my workload. 
 
In Faines’ experience, foreigners, or in this case migrants, must work harder than 
others to meet high expectations to disqualify incorrect perceptions as stated above. 
Faines had the following recommendations for fellow African women to assist 
them in entering the Australian workforce. Women must network with the Australian 
community and read newspapers to be aware of what is happening around them. She 
also encouraged migrant women to consult people and organisations that can share 
reliable information. She said women should speak about their issues since “a problem 
shared is a problem half-solved.” Faines stated, “We need to communicate….with 
Africans and Australians too. Communication is important at work, school, etc. As 
you talk… [mention]… that you don’t have a job and you [might] end up getting a 
job.” 
Faines added that fellow African women should not be too selective but take 
on other jobs for which they are not trained, since this will enhance their knowledge 
and skills and put them in a better position during upcoming interviews. She stated,  
Although immigrant women can’t [always] find what they want to do, they 
can actually do other jobs. For example, I was able to do cleaning jobs, factory 
jobs, childcare, etc. If you are a nurse or a doctor, you can do other jobs and 
you will increase your knowledge, so when you go to interviews… [in] your 
own professional area, they will assist you to respond to the questions.  
 
Faines encouraged African migrant women to seize and utilize all available 
opportunities and never to waste a prospect that could be beneficial. She suggested 
that community leaders become more organized in order to improve the bargaining 
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capacity of the local community so that it can receive maximum benefits from the 
government. Faines experienced down-skilling, exclusion and discrimination in 
addition to reconverting from business administration and international marketing to 
being a case manager. 
5.1.8 Naje.  
In 2005, Naje migrated to Australia. In Kenya, she was an IT technician with 
a qualification from a computer college in Nairobi, which is equivalent to TAFE and 
private colleges in NSW. Naje worked in her field until she came to Australia. She said 
it was difficult to find work in Australia without permanent residency: “That was what 
most of the people were asking for, so I settled for other jobs.” She explained that her 
qualifications equipped her to work in an IT call centre to help people solve computer-
related issues.  
In addition, Naje interviewed successfully but she was continually disqualified 
because of her residency status. After informing the interviewer that she was not a 
permanent resident, she was not offered the job. Visa limitations also proved 
problematic in her job search: “I was only allowed to work 20 hours [per week] and I 
only applied for part-time jobs, but still they insisted on… permanent residency 
[whereas] I had a student visa.” 
Naje explained that her major issue was that she was not a resident. The 
alternative was finding a job that did not require much training. She explained,  
It was hard because everybody wanted someone [with] permanent residency, 
but to get other jobs that didn’t require training, like my first job… in dry-
cleaning…that one was easy. I also did a nanny job for a while and then… 
reception after that year. Those were easy to find… they don’t require… 
training… you can be trained on the job. You don’t require any educational 
background. 
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As a result, Naje accepted any job for survival. She described this experience 
as “demoralizing and disheartening” because in Kenya, a person with her experience 
and qualifications would not do menial, unskilled jobs: 
I felt… like dry-cleaning was really demoralizing coming from my position 
back home… to doing such jobs, which in Kenya are [not seen as suitable] 
jobs with my qualifications… Back home… I was overseeing people… 
working with the International Committee of the Red Cross… So, coming 
from [a really good job] to being in a hot place, standing the whole day and 
doing clothes… I [kept thinking] maybe I made a big mistake; I should 
probably go back. It was really disheartening. 
 
As an African woman, Naje faced many challenges. Having trained in a third-
world country, her qualification was perceived as inadequate so she needed ‘Australian 
qualifications’. Sometimes this occurs because outsiders may have negative 
perceptions about what happens in developing countries, an occurrence which was 
confirmed by the participant; hence these people underestimate the capabilities of 
individuals: 
I didn’t have residency and I was trained in a third-world country… There is 
a belief that our qualifications are not good enough, so like most people, even 
when I did get residency… people [were] saying, ‘You need an Australian 
qualification.’ Even if you have a Certificate III in a field that does not relate 
to you, but they want you to have it… They feel much safer probably when 
you have your training in Australia… They feel like you are integrated 
because probably they don’t know what kind of training you have back there 
because… the news from developing countries... [is] all bad things, hunger… 
I think it takes time for people to see that there is something good that can 
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come out of developing countries… That was a challenge; people 
underestimate what you can do. 
 
Naje was also challenged positively to advance in her studies and discover 
more about herself. She changed her career from IT to share trading, where she found 
fulfilment and is now undertaking an Advanced Diploma in Share Trading. Naje 
stated, “I have changed my career totally… In high school, I was very good in 
commerce, business and math. I feel like I am back home in my heart. I wouldn’t [like 
to] go back to IT because… I have found my place.” She had applied a ‘re-conversion 
strategy’ (Bourdieu, 2010) by re-converting her profession from IT technician to share 
trader. 
Naje’s experience was advantageous because she had opportunities that she 
would not have had in her local setting and she expanded her knowledge. She asserted, 
“I [had many] opportunities here which I wouldn’t have had back home and I was able 
to… train. I have totally moved to a different career which I love doing. I wouldn’t 
even go back to IT at the moment.” Her initial inability to find work in IT helped Naje 
to think of other options.  
Naje has the following advice for fellow African women who have been down-
skilled. She encourages them to return to school to enhance their knowledge: “Just get 
the Australian qualification… Go back to school… Keep adding to your education and 
look for ways [to] further yourself.” 
Her second recommendation is for African women to go to qualification 
assessment bodies to see whether their qualifications match the requirements or 
whether upgrading is necessary, because it saves money and minimizes risks:  
If they pass the test, good for them; if they don’t, some recommendations are 
made for them. I did the qualification assessment for IT before I migrated 
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here. Because I didn’t have a degree, they said I needed six years’ work 
experience [but] I only had four. So, I had to come here and do a degree to 
combine with my four years [but] at that time, because my husband was also 
studying as an international student, I couldn’t go back to school. So, I didn’t 
pass my assessment. 
 
When asked what the government can do to help migrant women into the 
workforce in Australia, Naje responded that the government contributes considerably 
in helping immigrants. For example, they assess whether immigrants’ qualifications 
match Australian standards and if not, they suggest what can be done to bridge the gap. 
The government is also involved in building confidence in the Australian community 
so that an immigrant can secure a job that meets Australian standards. Naje added,   
One thing that they can assist with is education… just placing them in the 
right path. For example, let’s say [you’re] an accountant and you did your 
qualification back home… You come here but… they look at your 
qualification or what you studied, and it doesn’t match the Australian market, 
so they can see what is lacking and… help migrants identify the gaps of 
training… [between] Kenya and here... If there is no difference [and] the 
qualification is the same, it’s just by assisting employers to understand that 
these people can actually do the job that Australians… or somebody who is 
trained here can do. 
 
Naje emphasized the importance of speaking proper English because it is the 
main language of instruction and communication in Australia. She also encouraged 
black African women to improve their English language skills, especially Africans 
who do not come from former British colonies, because it is an important employment 
requirement. Naje explained, 
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When most people… hear… me talking English, they are shocked. They ask, 
‘Where did you learn your English?’ They expect you not to know [English]. 
I am fortunate… because Kenya was colonised by Britain so we speak English 
and… learn [it] in school. So, for me that was not an issue… On the other 
hand, I know people… from African countries where English is not their first 
language, so they find it hard and… employers are not willing to employ 
someone who can’t communicate. 
 
Moreover, Naje suggests that it is important for the government to inform 
immigrants about their entitlements. She also recommends that the government 
analyze the issue of down-skilling and make some necessary changes. According to 
Naje, the government should assess people’s skills and offer higher levels of pay, as 
people may change to another career because of the poor pay and lack of flexibility in 
some jobs, which can lead to brain drain: 
That seems to be a major issue that causes people to down-skill. Other than 
being forced to because you can’t get a job… When you first come, you are 
forced to down-skill because nobody wants to employ you, but… once you 
start working and [see] how much money you are getting, you don’t want to 
change even when the opportunity comes… to go back to your skilled area. 
 
Naje also spoke about the lack of support and childcare whilst working in 
Australia as compared to Kenya, her country of origin: 
Back home, once you are working, you get a nanny [to] stay at home full time 
to look after your children. But… here, nobody is there to look after your 
children and so… especially between couples…shift work suits them because 
one can work nights and the other… [works] days [in order] to look after the 
children. So… looking after children causes people to down-skill because 
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some careers are flexible. You can take a casual position and work when you 
want to work so that you can… look after the children. 
 
Naje raised a new reason for down-skilling that was not directly raised by other 
participants. After being forced to work in nursing homes and other fields, some 
migrants choose to remain there because of the flexibility of working afternoons, 
nights or weekends. In addition, night and weekend shifts have pay penalty rates that 
are not usually offered by office jobs and other professions.  
Naje had experienced exclusion and down-skilling. Her role as a mother also 
contributed to delays in entering the workforce or pursuing an area of interest. Naje 
raised an important point about why some migrants choose to down-skill themselves, 
which is simply because some manual jobs pay better than office jobs and provide 
flexible work hours that suit families. 
5.1.9 Diti.  
In 2000, Diti migrated to Australia from Kenya through New Zealand with her 
husband. “I met my ex-husband during a conference in New Zealand, where he lived 
at the time. [When] he came to Kenya, we got married and I followed him to New 
Zealand; in 2000 we migrated to Australia.” 
Prior to migration, Diti trained and qualified as a teacher in Kenya. She taught 
at a high school and a polytechnic college, which is equivalent to a TAFE in NSW. 
Diti was satisfied with her job prior to migration: “I was very satisfied with my job 
there; I prepared my own work and participated in extra-curricular activities.” 
Despite the fact that Diti was educated in English and taught at high school and 
a polytechnic using English in Kenya, she was required to submit all her certificates 
and qualifications to the Australian Qualification Authority, who certified them and 
allowed her to teach in Australia. Due to Australia’s lack of teachers at that time, Diti 
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was an example of a skilled migrant who entered the workforce quickly. Many 
migrants go through the same process as Diti; however, most migrants are required to 
retrain or undertake a year or more of training, which is a time-consuming and costly 
experience. 
Diti secured her first job within 6 months of entering Australia. “I taught 
English as a second language at TAFE and was then offered a job at the Defence 
Department developing policies.” Diti seemed to have experienced a faster and less 
complicated entry to the Australian job market compared to most migrant women in 
this study. However, she stated that although she was lucky to find ‘professional work’ 
quickly, she still faced other challenges:  
I have a disability due to polio when I was a young child, and some work 
places didn’t have proper access and facilities… Being an African woman 
with a disability puts me in a more disadvantaged position. It’s just that I have 
a lot of confidence because I speak good English and I have the ability to 
advocate for myself. 
 
Compared to other migrants, Diti’s high standard of spoken and written English gave 
her confidence to speak up and advocate for herself and her disability. According to 
Bourdieu (2010), Diti seems to possess ‘symbolic capital’; she has social, cultural and 
linguistic capital. However, Diti still feels that her disability and being an African 
woman put her at a disadvantage in the labour market. While the issue of gender 
continues to shape the positioning of women in the labour market, Diti’s experience 
with her disability in the workforce highlights a new theme in this study. Diti is 
positioned in social spaces with multiple disadvantages: Diti is a migrant, black, 
ethnic/African woman with a disability. 
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Diti seems to have applied agency in her ‘habitus’. Bourdieu argues that 
habitus is a “strategy-generating principle enabling agents to cope with unforeseen and 
ever-changing situations” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72). It is not a uniformly imposed or 
fixed way of being, but a ‘generative structure’ formed in dynamic relations within 
specific social fields (McNay, 1999). Bourdieu’s approach is made from the point of 
view of actors engaged in struggles in pursuit of their own interests. Habitus is subject 
to the limitations of the fields. However, black African women can apply a strategy in 
order to break through the employment fields. However, as discussed in Chapters One 
and Two, the fields are structured and subject to limitations. Employment fields have 
their own limitations. Diti stated: 
 
I find that in most workplaces here, diversity or equality can just be [present] 
in theory but hard to put into practice. I find that when I give ideas, especially 
during team meetings and discussions, my supervisors or colleagues will tend 
to brush them off, but later I find them using the same ideas in their actions. 
 
Although she has agency and possesses ‘symbolic capital’, which allowed her to break 
through the employment systems in Australia more easily than other migrant women, 
Diti still faces challenges and limitations in the employment field. 
Diti also found it difficult to obtain a promotion. “I felt it’s because of my 
[migrant] status... that I didn’t get any promotion; others who [were] employed after 
me got promoted.” When asked whether she thought that those employees who were 
promoted were more qualified than her, she replied, “No, not necessarily… just 
because of the colour of their skin I guess.”  
Diti advised other migrant women to be proactive, to be more involved and 
participate in the society where they live, to take the initiative to engage, socialize and 
allow new people into their lives. Diti reiterated the need for integration with 
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mainstream Australians. She also suggested that the government and other agencies 
actually put into practice their own written diversity and EEO polices. Diti stated that 
they ought to “treat all people and women the same and not based on the colour of 
their skin.” 
Diti seems to have gained entry into the Australian job market in a faster and 
less laborious way compared to other women in this study. She is the only participant 
who has done, according to Bourdieu (2010), an ‘upward movement’: from being a 
teacher to becoming a policy developer. Diti seems to possess social, cultural and 
linguistic capital; however, she is still experiencing discrimination and down-skilling 
because she has not been promoted to higher positions within the organisation, while 
other mainstream Australian colleagues have. 
5.1.10 Inziku.  
In 2010, Inziku came to Australia from Nigeria via a spouse visa. Her husband 
had already been in Australia for a few years and sponsored her to join him. Prior to 
migrating, Inziku studied philosophy at a university in Nigeria and after graduating, 
she worked with ‘less privileged children’ at the Ministry of Home Affairs. According 
to Inziku, she was very satisfied with her job and loved her work. 
Although her husband was already in Australia, Inziku experienced culture 
shock and found it hard to settle into the new country, especially in the area of 
employment. Inziku, similarly to a few other African women in this study, had to ‘start 
all over again’. She completed a Certificate III in Aged Care, and started working as 
an assistant in nursing at a nursing home. However, Inziku described the powerful 
effect of differential treatment at her workplace: 
I can’t say it… if you ask him, he will still say when I came back, and I 
couldn’t eat. I was crying for 2 hours... I came back and told my husband, ‘I 
can’t stay in this country I want to go back home’… Yeah, they do it, but they 
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always say…, in this country… they’ve got a lack of discrimination, that 
everybody’s equal, but they do indirectly… Sometimes it is based on because 
I am coloured. Sometimes they don’t know [how] to talk to you; they will just 
talk to you… rudely… Indirectly, we are not equal.  
 
Inziku related this painful experience, which had resulted from differential 
treatment at her workplace. One day, she came back from work, cried for hours, could 
not eat and asked her husband if she could go back to Nigeria. She went on to explain: 
 
I thought [Australia] was just like back home… but because I have a different 
qualification… when I came here, I found out that all my qualifications were 
not accepted… I worried that I can’t use them. I have to start afresh. 
 
Nziku has started all over again. She is currently studying for a Bachelor of Nursing, 
working part-time in a nursing home and caring for her son and a young baby. 
Inziku had to re-convert to nursing as it is one of the fields that readily employs 
African migrant women. When asked why she did not try to use her philosophy degree, 
she stated that she could not because of high competition with “white people”; “I can’t 
because if I do that… obviously… white people they want that same job.” Inziku took 
her husband’s advice and re-converted to the nursing field. 
However, Inziku has expressed her concerns about the current English test 
introduced to nursing graduates, which she finds unnecessary and unrelated to nursing. 
Inziku stated that she was educated in English in Nigeria, an English-speaking country, 
so she did not see the need for an English test before joining nursing and after 
completing three years of study. She stated, “To me, it’s not fair.” According to 
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Bourdieu (2010), this is a form of ‘symbolic violence’ exercised by the Department of 
Health, who have ‘symbolic power’ over the African migrant women. 
Inziku argued that the government should abolish the English test imposed on 
nursing graduates because it is costly, ‘not fair’ and seems to target migrant women. 
Along with most African migrant women in this study, she has experienced 
marginalization and exclusion in the workplace. Moreover, Inziku had experienced 
down-skilling and in order to survive and feed her family, she re-converted from being 
a philosopher to a nurse. 
5.1.11 Hawa.   
Hawa came to Australia via a student visa and studied as an international 
student at the University of Western Sydney. Prior to migrating, Hawa attended a 
teachers’ college, and close to graduating became a secondary school teacher. 
However, her sister, who already lived in Australia, advised her to quit teaching and 
come to Australia to do a nursing degree. Hawa’s sister wanted her to remain in 
Australia after completing her nursing degree. According to her sister, nursing carried 
more points when applying for a residence permit and was also a profession that 
employed African migrants without difficulty. “She did tell me that if I want to fit into 
this… country with my colour and language background, maybe I should do nursing.” 
Hawa’s sister had already studied the Australian employment market and 
migration system and encouraged her younger sister to re-convert from studying 
teaching to starting afresh with a nursing degree; it seems that Hawa had no choice but 
to comply with her sister. This could be because her sister had considerable control 
over Hawa’s migration because she had the means to bring her to Australia, or because 
her sister had essential knowledge of the skilled migration point system to allow Hawa 
to stay in Australia after completing her nursing degree. When Hawa was asked 
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whether her own plans included teaching or doing another course, she replied, “I didn’t 
know much about Australia or anything, so I thought, okay.” Hawa had no choice but 
to re-convert to nursing. 
When asked whether it was hard or easy to secure a nursing job after 
completing her nursing degree, Hawa replied that it was not as hard then as it is now. 
When asked to explain this, Hawa replied, “I think it was too many people in the 
industry… too many nurses… They are trying to cut the number down, so…it’s 
harder.” This may be the case as some women interviewed in this study spoke strongly 
against the introduction of the English test with a 7-band pass mark before new 
graduates can be registered nurses. This is a great systemic barrier that makes it harder 
for migrant women, who have abandoned their careers of interest and retrained in 
nursing, only to face an English test that is unrelated to or unnecessary for the nursing 
profession. According to Bourdieu (2010), this is a form of ‘symbolic violence’. 
When asked if she faced any challenges or opportunities where she currently 
worked as a nurse, Hawa replied: 
I have been [working at] Liverpool Hospital for five years. [It’s] a bit 
challenging sometimes… if you want to go higher because they want 
experience in everything…  maybe they might choose…anyone that’s got the 
same colour or their ‘race’ and might leave you behind. Someone who is 
junior… even if they got… one-year experience they go for that one and they 
say this person is so good… They leave [the seniors] behind. 
 
Hawa described the difficulty for her as an African migrant woman to progress 
to a senior level. As stated above, Hawa felt that people of a similar racial background 
to the employers tend to be offered the higher positions or promotion, even though 
they are juniors or have less workplace experience. She said that there are some 
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opportunities “if you push yourself and show yourself that you can do it…but you 
would just have to show them.” Hawa feels that nurses from another ‘race’ must 
constantly prove their ability more than others when applying for a higher position: 
“You have to prove more than those young juniors.” This indicates that opportunities 
for African migrants to progress to higher positions are very limited and this can be 
classified as indirect racism, which has been experienced by most women in this study. 
Hawa advised other migrant women to keep proving that they can perform in 
higher roles: “You have to show them that you can do it. You have to push yourself… 
try your best.” Hawa added that she hears other migrant nurses stating, “I wanted to 
maybe work in HR or… be a lawyer or… (an) accountant, but I can’t. I’m doing 
nursing because I have to. We all say the same thing.” 
When Hawa was asked what the government and other agencies should do to 
support migrant women entering the workforce in Australia, she replied, “Maybe the 
government should educate the employers… and say, “Look at other ‘races’ as well; 
look at other people as well.” This is a desperate and weak position Hawa has taken, 
which is a common stance taken by many women in this study; she is really appealing 
to the government and employers to be more open-minded, fair and supportive towards 
migrants. 
Hawa has experienced down-skilling whilst in the nursing field. This was 
evident when Hawa reported difficulty progressing upward in her career. Hawa has 
also experienced indirect racism and exclusion. Following her sister’s strong beliefs 
and advice about Australian job markets, Hawa had no choice but to re-convert from 
becoming a teacher to a nurse simply because Hawa’s sister believed that nursing was 
one of the professions that definitely employs migrants. 
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5.1.12 Joselina.  
In 2008, Joselina migrated to Australia via a student visa. She came as an 
international student to study a Bachelor of Business (Accounting) at Victoria 
University. Prior to migrating, Joselina resided in Kenya with her parents after 
finishing her secondary education at a boarding school. Later she received an invitation 
from her sister: 
My elder sister requested that I join her to run a small grocery business that 
she just started. The business grew bigger so that I was forced to stay with her 
and help [run] the business. I did some bookkeeping [and managed] all her 
accounts. 
 
This is probably how Joselina developed her interest in accounting. Her 
settlement experience in Australia was not as challenging as it was for others: “My 
settlement in Australia was not a hustle at all as I had my auntie, uncle and cousins 
who warmly welcomed me to this foreign country. They made my life bearable!” 
Entering the workforce was a huge challenge for Joselina due to her ‘lack of 
Australian experience’. She explained, “I had no Australian work experience at all. I 
could not work anywhere because everywhere I went, I was asked if I had any work 
experience here in Australia.” In order to help Joselina gain employment, her aunt paid 
her tuition fees to study for a certificate in aged care. “I did that with all my heart and 
soul. Upon completing, my second phase of problems began; getting a job. I applied 
day and night and luckily secured a place in aged care as a personal care worker.”  In 
contrast to most migrant women in this study, Joselina came directly from completing 
high school in Kenya to undertaking tertiary education in Australia. She found it to be 
very frustrating and difficult when she couldn’t find work in the accounting field, even 
after completing her accounting degree in Australia. At the time of writing, Joselina is 
down-skilled. She is working in a nursing home as a personal carer instead of being an 
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accountant. She is currently studying for a Certificate IV in Childcare and Disability 
and hoping to work in the childcare field upon completion. According to Bourdieu 
(2010), and as with most other women in this study, Joselina is applying re-conversion 
strategies. 
Joselina feels that the issue of needing ‘Australian experience’, when no one 
has offered her an opportunity to gain this experience and prove her capabilities, is 
quite challenging. Joselina also feels considerable disappointment about not finding 
work in the accounting field: “Just because I haven't done a lot of work in my line of 
study, I feel like no one recognizes my qualification.” Joselina feels that employers do 
not recognize or value her training, which has caused her significant psychological 
problems. Similarly to most women in this study, Joselina’s self-esteem has suffered.  
Joselina recommended that migrant women work together as a community and 
inform each other about opportunities for assistance. She also advised other migrants 
“to believe in our strengths and not in our weaknesses.” She also suggested networking 
widely as this may facilitate entering the workforce. Joselina argues that the 
government should “lessen the work restrictions; we have to be Australian residents to 
enable us to find work.” 
When asked if she feels that she experienced down-skilling, Joselina asserted:  
“[It] has proven difficult to find a job in what I studied for, [so] I am forced to do 
other… jobs [unrelated] to what I studied… I have not been given a chance to prove 
what I can do.” 
It has been noted by various experts in the field of theoretical labour market 
economics, that the de-skilling of migrant women occurs for two principal reasons. 
They lack language skills and human capital, which accounts for their occupational 
segregation in the labour market. Nevertheless, this narrow emphasis on skill is 
156 | P a g e  
 
challenged by migrant women who work below their skill level in host country labour 
markets due to structural barriers (cited in Gatechew, 2012, p. 7). 
Joselina has experienced significant down-skilling. Although she trained and 
completed her accounting degree in Australia, since 2011, she has never been 
employed in her area of study. Joselina has been working as a personal carer and is 
currently re-converting to childcare and disability care, but this is only to survive and 
help her husband, who has been the main income earner, a situation that cannot be 
sustained as they now have two children and are expecting another. 
5.1.13 Samaa   
In 2010, Samaa came to Australia via a student visa. She came to study 
nursing at Victoria University. Samaa’s settlement experience was not as problematic 
as other migrants in this study because she had an aunt, uncle and cousins who 
assisted her, guided her to services and helped her find casual employment. This 
support from her family made her settlement experience much easier. 
Prior to migrating to Australia, Samaa studied hotel management in Tanzania 
and worked as a hotel receptionist. Although she was satisfied with her job there, her 
family convinced her to join them in Australia because of its prospects for a better life 
and future. Samaa decided to come to Australia, study nursing and to not continue with 
hotel management because she was advised by her family that she would have a better 
chance for employment as a nurse. She therefore re-converted to nursing. 
Employment in the area of qualification or interest is a great challenge for 
many migrants in this study. Samaa completed her nursing qualification in Australia 
but was unable to find a nursing job, whereas others in this study found it easy to enter 
nursing. “I came to do nursing. I finished my Diploma of Nursing in 2012… because 
I couldn’t pass the English test.” Samaa could not secure a job because she failed the 
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English test that is currently imposed on nurses before they can obtain nursing 
registration and practice in Australia.  
The English test is a great barrier for Samaa and other women who want to 
enter the nursing field. According to Samaa, she had to pass an English test before 
enrolling in the nursing program; she did not understand why she had to do another 
test after completing her nursing qualification. “You can’t really get a job without 
being registered…you have to pass the English test. And you have to pay every time 
you do it.” Samaa attempted the English test three times and this was costly to her in 
terms of time, finances and psychological well-being. According to Bourdieu (2010), 
this is another form of ‘symbolic violence’. The ‘system’ seems to have power over 
migrant women; policies and decisions have a negative impact on a number of migrant 
women who had already experienced pain and suffering in their countries of origin due 
their existing patriarchal practices. Samaa commented that some African migrant 
women struggle to break into the employment market because they lack self-
confidence and/or English language skills. 
Samaa stated that breaking into Australian job markets is very hard and that  
she had somehow ‘given up’ on finding work in the nursing field due to her lack of 
registration. One could argue that Samaa may have been down-skilled but has 
exercised a re-conversion strategy that involved moving to another field by studying a 
business degree, although she was unsure whether she would find a job in that area 
after completing her degree. This is a ‘violence’ done to many African migrants in this 
study; they are ‘forced’ to make the move to retrain, which is costly for these women 
and their families. As discussed in Chapters Two and Six, this is a form of ‘symbolic 
violence’. 
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Samaa advised other African migrants to obtain university qualifications if they 
want to be employed in Australia. However, for most of the women in this study, 
acquiring more qualifications from university has not necessarily provided the 
employment opportunities they anticipated. Most of them had to re-convert to other 
fields.  
When asked how she would advise the government to assess the African 
women’s qualifications and language, Samaa replied, “Some people, they can’t 
explain themselves… They should assess their work performance, not their language.” 
She stated that although some women may not be able to express themselves, they 
know how to do their job. 
Samaa experienced significant challenges while seeking to break into the 
employment market in Australia. The English test is one of the greater employment 
barriers for most African migrants who have graduated from a nursing degree. Samaa, 
and most other women in this study, had to re-convert to other fields in order to break 
through job market barriers. Samaa has re-converted from hotel management to 
nursing and she is currently studying commerce, but is still not sure whether she will 
gain employment in the business field. 
5.1.14 Megi.  
Megi is an educated migrant woman from Zimbabwe who arrived in Australia 
around 2000. Megi had a long history prior to migrating to Australia that involved two 
African countries: Zimbabwe and Zambia. Megi left Zimbabwe in 1965 and joined the 
liberation struggle in Zambia. She went to an international college whilst in Zambia 
and was trained in office administration as a secretary. She reported that at that time 
most government and church organisation secretaries were ‘white’. After Zambian 
independence, the government wanted to show that they were capable of 
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independently managing the government, so they hired black secretaries and Megi was 
one of them. 
At this time, Megi spoke the Zambian native language fluently and worked 
with a Canadian missionary. Later, she was hired by the United Church of Zambia and 
worked as a secretary under a ‘white senior’. Whilst working for the church, she gained 
a scholarship to study diplomacy in Jamaica. After her studies in Jamaica, she was 
employed at the United Nations office in Zambia. After Zimbabwean independence, 
Megi went back to Zimbabwe in 1980. She reported that most secretaries were white 
in those days but she was lucky to be interviewed and employed as a secretary at the 
Foreign Affairs Office, before eventually moving to the Prime Minister’s office as a 
public relations officer. Megi had met her late husband, a white South African, in 
Zambia. Megi’s experience connects to British colonialism in Africa. She experienced 
working with ‘white’ colleagues, seniors and bosses. Therefore her experience of 
whiteness in Australia was well informed by her engagement with her colonial masters 
whilst in Africa. 
Megi had to work very hard, often until 2.00 am. She was also given work 
outside her job description, for example, processing passports for her bosses’ relatives. 
Megi left the government and moved into journalism. When Zimbabwe become 
unstable politically, Megi and her daughter had to migrate to Australia, an experience 
she was not comfortable to discuss.  
Megi found the experience of finding and staying in employment in Australia 
challenging. When asked whether it was easy or hard to enter the workforce, Megi 
replied, “Not easy, it’s all about who you know. If not introduced, you can sit there 
without work. Even if employed, you must work double time to keep up.” Megi, along 
with other women in this study, found that ‘knowing someone’ or social networking 
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helps migrants move into the workforce. However, according to Getachew (2012), not 
all women are able to exercise networking. Some lack the confidence to speak to 
mainstream Australians, and are left with many qualifications but without proper 
employment. 
Megi added, “They keep asking migrants to go for re-training. Re-training is a 
form of racism: you are not one of us. By the time you start working, you are at the 
age of retirement.”  According to Bourdieu’s explanation of ‘symbolic violence’, it is 
“a violence that is exercised upon a social agent with his or her complicity” (Bourdieu 
& Wacquant, 1996, pp. 167-168). Introducing employment barriers that force migrant 
women to continue acquiring qualifications is a form of ‘symbolic violence’. 
Acquiring extra qualifications is a theme that is evident in the cases of most of the 
women interviewed in this study, and it comes at great cost in terms of time involved, 
financial and psychological well-being, not only for the individuals but also their 
families. 
Experiences of marginalization and differential treatment are also evident in 
the cases of most women in this study. “Being a migrant means that you are not one 
of them, they keep asking questions: where are you from? Meaning you are not one of 
us. If you do get a job, they will make you work three times more, they will make you 
resign for yourself.” Megi advised African women to connect with other Africans for 
information. She added, “White people don’t want to see you getting better than them.” 
She warned, “Be careful what you say.” Megi stated that education is very important 
for African migrant women. 
Megi recommended that the government should change its policies to reflect 
the needs of African migrants. She stated, “It’s the policies that are the problem.” She 
advised, “The Australian government should do what the UK government does; they 
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give migrants three months’ probation then hire them.” She continued by saying, “It’s 
the policies, the system that fails migrants.” She asked, “Where would migrants find 
money for re-training? Is this not one way of saying, ‘We don’t want you; go back!’ 
Why not the British way, why not the American way?” Megi was trying to compare 
Australian migration policies to that of the UK and the USA. 
5.1.15 Nyara.   
Nyara came to Australia in 2004 via a skilled migrant visa. Prior to migrating 
to Australia, Nyara worked as a senior registered nurse at a hospital in Zimbabwe. She 
later won a scholarship to study a Bachelor of Psychology in the USA. She returned to 
Zimbabwe and a year later migrated to Australia with her family. 
When she first arrived in Australia, Nyara wanted to practice as a psychologist 
but was unable to obtain registration because five years’ or more experience in the 
field was necessary to practice as a clinical psychologist. Nyara did not have 
experience in psychology, so she decided to go back to her nursing field but faced 
another employment barrier; the Australian Qualification Authority did not recognize 
her qualification, so she had to retrain. “I had to start all over again, registering as a 
nurse.” Starting ‘all over’ was a common experience for most migrants in this study. 
Nyara stated, “It took me a long time, and it upsets me you know… I just had to do a 
short course.” Fortunately, she was not asked to do the whole course. “That put me… 
some years back from where I was.” Re-training cost Nyara time and affected her 
financially and psychologically. 
When Nyara was asked whether she still considered becoming a psychologist 
in Australia, she stated that she had made enquiries a few times but the psychologist 
registry still required five years’ experience in the field, which she does not have. The 
researcher asked Nyara if she had given up on pursuing psychology and she stated, 
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“Yes, I have given up.” Giving up is a common experience for several of the women 
in this study; the systems and employment barriers make them want to give up.      
Nyara experienced a number of challenges when attempting to break through 
the employment system in Australia. She stated that entering the workforce was not 
easy because in the beginning she had to have her qualification authorized and had to 
re-train before she could practice in the nursing field: 
After I couldn’t find a psychology job, I didn’t have any opportunities… so I 
went into nursing. I thought there were lots of opportunities for me to rise up 
and study. I have done a lot of study in nursing and post-graduate stuff… I’m 
a trained ICU nurse now. 
 
More qualifications and retraining are, according to Bourdieu (2010), another form of 
‘symbolic violence’ exercised by the qualification authority that has ‘symbolic power’ 
over the African migrant women and others. 
Nyara, similarly to other women in this study, is finding it hard to progress up 
to a management position: 
I would like to do clinical work and… get up to management or educator, but 
we always find a big barrier... I don’t think there’s equal opportunities for 
migrants… They preach that there’s equal opportunities, but you don’t find it, 
because most of the time you get junior nurses that come in and because of 
qualifications they rise up very quick. I am lucky… I come from an English-
speaking country, Zimbabwe, and it’s not a language barrier… I can’t 
pinpoint why… It’s probably issues with trust; they don’t trust Africans…, I 
don’t know. In the job I’m working, I’ve tried a few times to [act in a higher 
position] when my manager’s on leave, but… there’s lots of politics and 
sabotage. 
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Nyara seems to have experienced discrimination in her workplace; she was having 
problems obtaining a higher position. According to Nyara, the discrimination was 
indirect: “It’s not obvious, but it’s in the background.” 
Nyara suggested that migrant women need assistance or education about career 
pathways. She argued that “when people migrate here, we’ve got lots of expectations; 
we think it’s going to be easy… We need… resources to [know] where to start and 
how to go about it... [We need] education about career pathways.” Nyara added, 
“[Ultimately], you want to feel valued… We are Africans, we work very hard, so you 
just want to feel yourself going up… [For example], after you study, you move from 
one position to another.” Nyara has spoken quite strongly about her qualifications not 
being recognised, re-training and the barriers to progress in her career. She wanted to 
‘feel valued’; this is a dream and a ‘cry for help’ expressed by most migrants 
interviewed in this study. 
Nyara has experienced discrimination and down-skilling. System barriers have 
also made it hard for Nyara to practice as a psychologist. She was unable to progress 
in her career and it seems that being an African migrant woman put her in a 
disadvantaged position. 
5.2 Discussion and Conclusion 
 
The narratives of the African migrant women above provided not only the 
answers to the proposed research questions but also in-depth knowledge about the 
courage, the agency and the transformative power of the African women as they 
struggle to break through the Australian job markets. 
Most of the African migrant women in this study have ‘re-converted’ to other 
professions such as nursing. For example, Maju re-converted from being a pre-school 
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teacher to a support worker. Bella re-converted from being an engineer to a nurse. Peri 
re-converted from an agricultural scientist, to a banker and then to a nurse. 
Most of the women in this study have experienced dispositioning, exclusion, 
down-skilling and re-conversion. These African women’s voices and experiences are 
only a fraction of what many other migrant men and women are facing in the 
Australian education and labour markets. Hopefully this research project will generate 
many research sub-projects, including examining the experiences of black African 
men and migrants from other regions including Asia and Europe.       
Moreover, the African women in this study have experienced employment 
barriers and exclusion in the Australian job markets. For example, Bella has 
experienced down-skilling but with great difficulty and determination; she applied 
agency and re-converted from being an engineer to a nurse. Peri re-converted from an 
agricultural scientist to a nurse. However, according to Bourdieu (2010), Peri did not 
experience ‘vertical movement’ such as moving in the same sector from being an 
agricultural economist to a senior or lower role, which would have been an upward or 
downward movement. In contrast, Peri made a ‘transverse movement’; she moved 
from one field to another (an agricultural economist to a nurse). According to 
Bourdieu, transverse movement should have allowed Peri and other women in this 
study who have re-converted, to experience a ‘transformation of asset structure’, which 
protects overall capital volume and maintains position in the vertical dimension. Peri 
and most women in this study do not seem to have experienced significant 
transformation; their asset structure remained unchanged or worse and their positions 
were not maintained in a vertical dimension. The next chapter will provide an in-depth 
discussion and analysis of the themes emerging from the findings presented in this 
chapter. 
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6: Discussion: The experiences of African migrant women in      
Australian labour markets 
 
Introduction 
Australia continues to receive increasing numbers of African migrants; Hugo 
(2009) reported that “African migration to Australia has increased with each 
intercensal period” (p.16). However, very little is known about the experiences of 
tertiary qualified, black African migrant women as they negotiate racialized practices 
and inequalities in the Australian employment and job market. Therefore, the findings 
of this study demonstrate how down-skilling of this group of migrants reinforces 
assumptions and stereotypes about what kind of jobs black African women should 
hold, namely nursing, aged care, cleaning and other similar occupations. Down-
skilling forced most women in this study to abandon their area of expertise and re-
convert to other menial or lesser occupations in order to survive and provide for their 
families.  
The primary question examined the ways in which African migrant women 
experience down-skilling in the Australian labour market, and one of the secondary 
questions investigated how gendered and racialized processes emerge in their 
experiences. These questions generated multiple themes including down-skilling, 
marginalization, racialization, discrimination, whiteness, social networking, gender, 
power, disability, government policy, migrant mobility and agency. The last secondary 
question (For those who failed to gain entry into the positions for which they are 
qualified, investigate the re-conversion of social, cultural, linguistic and economic 
capital that participants possess in the Australian context) generated themes on re-
conversion strategies such as down-skilling, formal and informal networking and re-
conversion.  There is a gap in the literature documenting the experiences of qualified, 
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black African migrant women and the factors that cause down-skilling. While the 
existing literature explains some of the factors that lead to de-skilling of migrants 
(Hawthorne, 1997; Herrera, 2005; Dumont & Liebig, 2005) ways by which black 
African migrants negotiate their social, economic, cultural and linguistic capital as 
they live in their newly adopted countries in OECD nations, and in this case Australia, 
are yet to be documented. This research will contribute to the knowledge base on black 
African migrant women. The experiences of black African migrant women are unique 
because they face issues from their country of origin, where patriarchal practices work 
in favour of men over women, and they also face a different perception in the country 
of destination, which poses a challenge in relation to employment and job 
opportunities within the Australian job market. 
This chapter will discuss and analyze these themes using Pierre Bourdieu’s 
theory of social practice (1977, 1990) because Bourdieu allows a multi-level thematic 
analysis. The concept of field allows an examination of the labour market, while the 
concept of capital permits an explanation of the different social, cultural and linguistic 
capital that women in the sample possess, particularly in relation to its conversion 
value in their newly adopted Australian context. Bourdieu’s habitus explains how 
individuals in the study become themselves, and the ways in which these individuals 
engage in the Australian labour market and its practices. In addition, Bourdieu’s 
concept of conversion in connection with habitus and agency facilitate examination of 
how the women deploy their social, cultural, linguistic and economic capital and how 
they re-convert this capital within the Australian context. The findings of the previous 
chapter generated a number of themes that provide an understanding of the black 
African women’s voices and narratives prior to migration, settlement and engagement 
within the field, including their stories of courage and agency.  
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6.1. I made it! Migrating to Western Countries 
 
 Migrating from most African countries to those of the Western World, 
including Australia, New Zealand, England, USA, France and others, is one of the 
greatest achievements of the individuals involved in this study. Despite having 
academic and social success and cultural capital in their countries of origin, most of 
the women in this study still chose to migrate to their ideal country: Australia. After 
migration came cultural, social and economic shock as they settled and navigated 
through the Australian education and employment systems. Most participants in this 
study experienced fulfilled, successful lives before migrating to Australia, prompting 
the question, why did they decide to leave such a situation and migrate to a place where 
most of them report a lack of fulfilment in their professional and social lives? Whatever 
factors led some of the women in this study to migrate to their new country, Australia, 
and later desire to return to their country of origin, generate other questions requiring 
in-depth discussion. 
6.2 Migration Policy and Mobility 
 
The experience of African migrants in the Australian workforce is a recurring 
concern for policy makers, employers, and governments in Australia and globally. 
Despite the efforts of governments to admit skilled migrants and develop job-ready 
programs, a number of migrants, in this case African migrant women, still experience 
difficulty breaking through barriers to employment.  
As discussed in Chapter Three, the literature and immigration data show that 
immigration to Australia is a highly planned and controlled process (Hugo, 2009). It 
could be argued that current trends and migration policies in Australia are 
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predominantly driven by skills in demand and labour in demand (temporary visas). In 
addition to the economic category, substantial numbers of degree-qualified migrants 
have reached Australia via family reunion and humanitarian categories. Although 
Australia admits immigrants possessing skills in demand with the goal of meeting high 
skills needs, many skilled migrants cannot break through the employment barriers in 
the fields corresponding to their qualifications. 
The majority of women in this study were admitted to Australia with skilled 
migrant visas. However, based on data from this cohort, after arrival in Australia, the 
government seems to lack clear pathways to allow significant numbers of qualified 
individuals to obtain work in the areas of their qualifications.  As Peri stated, “It seems 
that the government is telling the migrant women and other migrants: ‘Just come with 
your qualifications and skills but we have got nothing to do with your skills.’  
Therefore it appears that Australian migration policy on migrant mobility 
makes settlement for migrant women difficult. For example, some migrants have visa 
conditions stipulating that they remain in remote or country areas, which have skill 
shortages, for a number of years, which makes it harder for migrants to access 
employment and other services. In the case of Maju, she stated that due to her family’s 
visa condition (must live four years in the country before moving to a city such as 
Sydney), they settled in Goulburn, which is about two hours’ drive from Sydney. 
Similarly to Aboriginal Australians who might not experience a sense of belonging in 
some country areas, Maju found that in the country, ethnicity, accent and not being 
part of the community made it difficult for her to access employment. 
Gadi’s experience is another example of migrants’ regional settlement. Gadi’s 
experience was more challenging as she lived in Walgett, a small town with a 
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population of 800, before moving to a larger community called Orange for her 
children’s educational needs. Whilst in Orange, she continued her long search for 
employment, eventually finding a job in the hospitality industry and also working as a 
kitchen assistant in a local restaurant. Neither job matched her preference, but she 
needed to support her children. Later, Gadi discovered that nursing had more 
employment opportunities in Australia, so she decided to enrol and was admitted to 
the Bachelor of Nursing program at Charles Sturt University in Bathurst. In order to 
reduce travel costs and time, Gadi’s family moved again to Bathurst, where she 
resumed the search for employment. After an extensive search and much networking, 
Gadi found work in linen laundering. 
The English test (IELTS) introduced for nursing graduates is a current cause 
of concern for participants in this study. Rero and Nziku expressed strong views 
against the test, which they found to be unnecessary and unrelated to nursing. For 
example, Nziku stated that while in Nigeria, she was educated in English, which is the 
official language of her original country. Nziku, who spoke English and Igbo 
languages in Nigeria, strongly questioned, “Why test English before joining nursing 
and (again) after completing three years of study?” The participants of this study 
agreed with Nziku, who advised the government to abolish the English test imposed 
on nursing graduates because it was costly, unfair and seemed to target migrant 
women. The English test requirement on nursing graduates is another form of symbolic 
violence that operates on the unequal employment fields, that acts directly or indirectly 
to disadvantage black African women and other migrant groups in Australia. 
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6.3 Marginalization and Difference 
 
The participants in this study reported having a fulfilled social life in their 
countries of origin. However, most of these women seem to be classified as the ‘other’ 
in Australia, as discussed in Chapter Two and in the introduction section above. 
Marginalization and differential treatment experienced by black African women is 
evident across different fields in different forms, including discriminatory comments 
made by some members of public, failing to obtain jobs in the areas of their 
qualifications and unfair treatment in the workplace. The feeling of difference can be 
powerful and can have a negative effect on an individual’s inner self. For example, 
Magi was unable to withstand the common question, “Where are you from?” She 
understood that the question was intended to exclude her from mainstream Australians 
rather than to reveal her country of origin. This type of interrogation or questioning 
constructs a disposition; causing Magi to form a habitus that is defensive. How exactly 
has this experience constructed a defensive habitus? The same question could have no 
connotations for another migrant who has not experienced marginalization and/or 
differential treatment. 
6.3.1 Racialization: Ignorance can be deafening.  
Most of the African migrant women in this study have experienced both direct 
and indirect racism. For example, Maju reported that “getting into the workforce when 
one is in the countryside is not easy.” ‘Race’, ethnicity, accent and not being part of 
the community make it difficult to obtain employment because in the country, “It’s all 
about ‘who belongs here.’” As Maju stated, it appears that “sometimes ignorance can 
be deafening.” Magi emphasised that “being a migrant means that you are not one of 
them. They keep asking questions, ‘Where are you from?’ meaning you are not one of 
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us. If you do get a job, they will make you work three times more; they will make you 
resign for yourself.”  
At least three out of the fifteen black African women in this study have 
experienced direct racism. Rero completed her nursing degree and worked as a nurse 
for a few years before discovering that nursing was not what she really wanted to do. 
Rero undertook a course in midwifery and gained a hospital placement alongside five 
white graduates. From these six graduates of the same course, who completed the 
placement and then applied for a full-time midwife position at the same hospital, only 
Rero was not offered a position because “she did not interview well enough.” Rero’s 
experience is typical of the direct racism experienced by some African migrants in 
Australian employment fields. It is discrimination based on ethnicity or fear of 
difference (xenophobia), which has nothing but racism at its forefront. Other studies 
on de-skilling, including Getachew (2012), found that xenophobia is a form of racism 
that results in migrants having very disadvantaged employment prospects. 
Pokye’s encounter is another example of direct racism. Despite her love for her 
nursing home job, Pokye faced challenges due to her skin colour. She recollected, 
“One lady was very rude and told me she doesn’t like black people,” so instead of 
being upset with the woman, Pokye responded positively and attended to her needs to 
the best of her ability. “I started taking care of her day to day. She came to be very 
good to me and when time came for me to leave her, she said, ‘Come and kiss me.’ 
Then she said she never thought she would ever kiss a black woman.” Pokye 
experienced both direct and indirect racism not only from the patients under her care, 
but also from the facility management. Pokye reported that sometimes she was blamed 
for incidents caused by Anglo-Australian colleagues in addition to being 
disadvantaged on shift allocations that favoured Anglo-Australians. Pokye described 
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herself as a committed Christian who practices her faith by loving others and ignoring 
negativity. She is understanding and respectful of the residents and their choices, 
regardless of the fact that some residents were discriminatory and made racist 
comments. Gadi experienced a similar situation when she was a team leader at a small 
company in Bathurst. Gadi said that “some subordinates openly stated, ‘I can’t work 
under a person like that’ (and because) they refused to work under my supervision,” 
Gadi struggled to meet her targets, perceiving no choice but to resign from her post 
and seek work in a nursing home. She said, “In Australia, I have experienced social 
discrimination, which made it very challenging. I feel like I have lost my identity, 
dignity and sense of belonging.” Similarly to Gadi’s experience, migrating entails 
‘starting over again,’ which is “a humiliating experience many of them would like to 
undo” (Garrido & Codo, 2014, p. 19). According to Bourdieu’s theoretical equation 
(Habitus x Capital) + Field = Practice, both Pokye and Gadi’s dispositions caused them 
to reach a place of self-realization where they were unable to negotiate their social, 
cultural and linguistic capital when encountering the field. “All individuals in this 
universe bring to the competition all of the relative power at their disposal. It’s this 
power that defines their position in the field and, as a result, their strategies” (Bourdieu, 
2011, pp. 40-41). The unequal power relations operating in the employment fields 
forced Gadi, Pokye and the majority of the women in this study to respond using 
strategic actions including perseverance, resilience, withdrawal and re-converting to 
other employment fields. 
Rero, Pokye and Gadi’s experiences above are a reflection of racial practices 
experienced by many black African migrants in Australian employment fields. 
Pokye’s response to discriminatory comments made by the resident under her care is 
a reflection of some of the migrant’s power of forgiveness, love, endurance, resilience 
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and courage. This is their disposition, a habitus constructed as a result of experiences 
in the employment fields. Limpangog (2013) conducted research in Melbourne 
concerning how skilled Filipina migrants resist gender and racial prejudices in 
Australian workplaces and concluded that her informants were “not spared from 
experiences of gender and racial prejudices despite the array of equal anti-
discrimination laws and multicultural rhetoric pertinent to this domain” (p. 211). 
Limpangog’s study confirms and connects to the experiences of Gadi, Pokye, Rero 
and other black African women in this study.                                                            
Similarly to Pokye and others in this study, Limpangog (2013) found that “the 
women handled their prejudice on an individual and situational basis, using their 
personal resources and rights as workers. Many chose to ignore the incidents and 
endure them for as long as they could” (p. 212). Limpangog’s (2013) study also 
showed how women resisted discrimination in different ways, even when labelling 
certain experiences as discriminatory proved to be difficult. “Ignoring and enduring 
appeared to be a common response among the informants” (p. 197), further arguing 
that “Australian workplaces have been sites for racial and gender discrimination.” She 
suggests, “Workplaces should never assume the absence of reported incidents means 
the absence of violence and prejudices. As this study shows, ‘voices are quelled out of 
shame, fear, and cultural differences” (p. 214). The effects of racism and 
discrimination can be costly indeed. Limpangog’s research revealed that “experiences 
of discrimination affected migrant women in various ways, ranging from stalled career 
progression to negative effects on their self-esteem and psychological well-being” (p. 
211). Her findings resemble the experiences of black African women in this study, 
almost all of whom have experienced delayed career progression. As discussed in 
175 | P a g e  
 
Chapter Five, most of the women have experienced reduced self-esteem and other 
negative psychological impacts.  
6.3.2 Whiteness.  
Whiteness is another newly emerged theme demonstrated by findings in 
Chapter Five. Whiteness should be seen as cultural, processual and not ontologically 
different from processes that are non-white. As Frankenberg (1993) notes, it works as 
“an unmarked marker of others’ differences - whiteness not so much void or 
formlessness as norm” (p. 198). Whiteness functions through social practices of 
assimilation and cultural homogenization; it is linked to the expansion of capitalism in 
the sense that “whiteness signifies the production and consumption of commodities 
under capitalism” (as cited in McLaren, 2000, p. 65). 
The racialized experiences of black African women cannot be understood 
without analysing and understanding the implications of whiteness. Australian society 
operates in such a way as to put whiteness at the centre of everything, including 
individual consciousness, to the extent that the centrality of whiteness is seldom 
questioned, and most people, on hearing ‘race’, hear ‘black’. Whiteness is treated as 
the norm, against which all differences are measured. ‘Race’ shapes white women’s 
lives in the same way that both men’s and women’s lives are shaped by their gender. 
White people and people of colour live racially structured lives. 
Whiteness, which directly and indirectly marginalizes black African women, 
is the “seen but unnoticed rule” (Garfinkel, 1967, p. 36). It creates a disposition that is 
felt both internally and externally by the women in this study. This is why they feel 
“unwanted, unwelcomed, discriminated, disempowered, humiliated and classified as 
others,” expressions that shaped the participants’ narrative in Chapter Five. According 
to Bourdieu (1984), this is “internalization of the external.” As discussed in earlier 
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chapters, this disposition forces the black African women in this study to consciously 
or unconsciously generate a strategy that allows them to cope with unforeseen 
circumstances encountered in the employment and social fields. 
Whiteness creates categories of difference that hierarchically locate people as 
superior or inferior. Black women are treated as if they are inferior to white people. 
Through 30 life history interviews, Ruth Frankenberg (1993) examines just how 
whiteness is constructed, without labelling monolithic whiteness as the sole cause of 
racism and sexism. Rather, she examines and documents the unique experiences of 
white women, and argues that their coming to racial consciousness, as the province of 
non-white people, are false. Whiteness is depicted not as an empty signifier, but rather 
as a multi-faceted daily experience of racial structuring. Through ethnographic 
descriptions of the thirty women’s lives, Frankenberg provides evidence that whiteness 
is a specific set of cultural practices. The only perceived difference is that unlike the 
other cultural practices, whiteness remains unmarked and unnamed. As an analytical 
object, whiteness is being established as a powerful means of critiquing the 
reproduction and maintenance of racial inequality. Studies of whiteness demonstrate 
that whites benefit from a host of social arrangements and institutional operations that 
seem, to whites, to have no racial basis. 
Rothenberg (2005) argues, 
This assumption that white people are just people, which is not far off saying 
that whites are people whereas other colours are something else, is endemic 
to white culture. Some of the sharpest criticism of it has been aimed at those 
who would think themselves the least racist or white supremacist. Whites are 
everywhere in representation. Yet precisely because of this and their placing 
as norm, they seem not to be represented to themselves as whites but as people 
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who are variously gendered, classed, sexualised and abled. At the level of 
racial representation, in other words, whites are not of a certain ‘race’, they’re 
just the human ‘race’ (p. 11). 
 
Thus, in this study it appears that whiteness racially constructs black African migrant 
women. The women in this study found it difficult to negotiate their social, cultural 
and economic capital with mainstream Australians. As a result, their disposition 
generated a habitus that provided them with the conscious or unconscious ability to 
cope with unforeseen circumstances they encounter across different fields. Whiteness 
constructed the black women’s habitus in different ways.  Some of them endured 
discriminative practices, while others were forced to down-skill or exercise agency 
and re-convert to lesser occupations, such as personal carer and nursing assistant. In 
order to cope with whiteness, migrant women need to understand how whiteness 
operates and constructs coloured people. Rothenberg (2005, p. 12) argues that “we 
won’t get there until we see whiteness, see its power, its particularity and limitedness, 
put it in its place and end its rule…In other words, whiteness needs to be made 
strange.” Therefore,  it is up to black women to attempt to overcome whiteness by removing 
cultural barriers and allowing a room for integration with mainstream Australians. 
6.3.3 Linguicism.  
Accent presents as one of the main barriers to accessing employment in 
Australia’s employment fields, as discussed in Chapter Three.  The black women in 
this study have negotiated their English with an “African or different accent.” 
Although most of the black African women spoke and were educated in English, they 
still had their own languages, including Swahili, Shona, Kikuyu and Igbo, for 
communicating fluently with family and other members of community. In their 
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multilingual countries of origin, accent was not a barrier to employment but after 
migration to Australia, it became a major factor hindering access to Australian job 
markets. Bourdieu (1977) argues that “language is a body technique and especially 
linguistic, especially phonic, competence is a dimension of body hexes in which one’s 
whole relation to the social world is expressed” (p. 660). Because language is an 
embodied capital, it might be very difficult for some black migrants to completely 
change and adopt Australian ways of communication.  
Accent is a form of linguistic capital, and according to Bourdieu (1977; 1990; 
1991), this capital involves language and linguistic exchange. Since the black African 
migrant women in this study have a “different accent,” most of them find that it is very 
difficult to negotiate with the Australian accent, which is considered as superior and 
acceptable across different social fields because the fields give it legitimacy on 
linguistic markets (Bourdieu 1990, 1991).  
 For example, Peri, who also speaks Swahili and other Tanzanian dialects such 
as Kiha and Pare, was educated in English in Tanzania before undertaking further 
studies in Australia, but she still has an accent. Peri feels strongly about the accent 
barrier, responding, “You would call for the job and someone will tell you, ‘Oh you 
have an accent, where are you from?’ and I will ask them, ‘Do you understand what I 
said though?’ and they will say, ‘Oh don’t take me wrong, I didn’t mean anything, it’s 
just a beautiful accent.’” Peri responded defensively on the accent issue as it seems to 
have affected her self-esteem. Peri concluded that such a response from a potential 
employer was a negative indicator of the outcome of the job application, stating, “For 
me it was a negative sign of whether I will get the job.” There are linguistic markets 
operating within social fields where “someone produces utterances for receivers 
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capable of accessing it, evaluating it and setting a price on it” (Bourdieu, 1993, cited 
in Jones Diaz, 2011, p. 258). 
  According to Bourdieu (1997), linguistic transactions depend on the structure 
of the linguistic field. The Australian accent has a strong connection with whiteness as 
discussed above. An Australian accent spoken by a white Australian is socially 
constructed as the ideal accent, superior to all other foreign English accents. Some 
black African migrant women such as Peri, having failed to negotiate their foreign 
accent, felt forced to practice the Australian accent in order to make their accent more 
acceptable. 
Australian Standard English (ASE) and the Australian accent seem to capture 
and dominate the Australian linguistic market. Bourdieu (1991) uses the metaphor of 
the market to draw attention to ways in which linguistic products have value, 
depending on the laws that are determined by the market operating in various social 
fields (as cited in Jones Diaz, 2011, p. 258). 
Peri and other African migrant women in this study feel forced to trade their 
languages and modify their accents in order to fit into Australian society and job 
markets. Bourdieu (1977) argues that “when one language dominates the market, it 
becomes the norm against which the prices of the other modes of expression, and with 
them the values of the various competences, are defined” (p. 652).  
Most migrants in this study have experienced marginalization, exclusion and 
discrimination based on the fact that they speak English with a different accent. Thus, 
there are power relations between speakers with ASE and those who speak other 
varieties of English. In this study, it appears that many of the women experienced 
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marginalization, exclusion and the denial of access to equal employment opportunity. 
Bourdieu (1997) argues, 
All particular linguistic transactions depend on the structure of the linguistic 
field, which is itself a particular expression of the structure of the power 
relations between the groups possessing the corresponding competences, for 
example, in a situation of multiculturalism, the dominant language and the 
dominated language (p. 647). 
 
A similar study (Butler, 2007) on native and non-native English speakers 
showed that accent had no impact on student performance, despite government 
concerns about hiring local teachers (as cited in Mahboob & Golden, 2013, p. 77). 
“Accent manifests itself in speech through a set of pronunciation, articulation, 
intonation, lexical stress, and rhythmic patterns that are common in the speaking style 
of individuals belonging to a particular language group” (Georgakis, Petridis, & 
Pantic, 2015, p. 1). Although all of the women in this study come from English 
speaking African countries, it seems that the discrimination experienced by black 
African women and other migrant groups is not only limited to speaking English with 
a foreign accent;  it is also about ‘race’, ethnicity and gender.  
According to Bourdieu (1997, p. 648), “language is not only an instrument of 
communication or even of knowledge, but also an instrument of power. A person 
speaks not only to be understood but also to be believed, obeyed, respected, 
distinguished.” The black African migrant’s different accent, or so called “beautiful 
accent” as stated by one Anglo-Australian in Chapter Five, shows the difficulty faced 
by most of the African women as they try to negotiate their linguistic capital by 
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adopting the dominant Australian accent in order to break into specific employment 
fields. 
6.3.4 Gender Inequality and Cultural Practices in African Families.  
There seems to be a shift in perspective of gender roles and the women’s 
experiences between African and white Australian culture. For example, Maju 
reported, “Speaking as an African woman, African men take their women for granted, 
that a woman should act as a super human being serving the man hand and foot. Most 
African men talk of culture, not bothering to cook or do some of the house chores due 
to pure laziness. They use the patriarchy dogma (where men maintain dominance as a 
superior sex).” 
It is likely that African men may have more success than women in breaking 
through the employment systems due to the division of domestic duties. It is believed 
by traditional black African men that if an African man is studying, he may not “touch 
the dishes, cook or take care of the kids,” whereas some women have no choice but to 
cook, clean and care for the men and children as well as study and go to work. Unfair 
domestic gender roles and family responsibilities have forced some women to down-
skill or take longer than men to access education and employment. This is another form 
of symbolic violence that constructs a gendered habitus in the black African migrant 
women in this study. In a similar study, Limpangog (2013) also proves that racialized 
and gendered lenses can open up the concept of discrimination. 
Maju’s previously mentioned experiences of gender inequality demonstrate her 
efforts to deconstruct certain stereotypical beliefs about African family gender role 
division, a new theme which is emerging in this study. For example, some African 
women desire to adopt the gender practices of the country of destination. Hoffman’s 
(2005) “observation on de-skilling as a phenomenon experienced by more women than 
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men in the migration trajectory” confirms the above explanation (cited in Getachew, 
2012, p. 11). Pokye believed that, as a mother, she was responsible for keeping her 
family together, so she stopped working at a childcare centre because it was not 
flexible and was failing to meet her family’s needs. This is a gendered habitus and 
helps to position migrant women at a disadvantaged position and increases the process 
of down-skilling. 
Culture is another issue that constructed a disposition in the black African 
migrant women. Some women in this study generated a habitus that allowed them to 
negotiate their cultural capital across different social fields. The participants in this 
study had their own cultural capital, values and beliefs prior to migration. According 
to Berry (1997); 
adaptation refers to changes that take place in individuals or groups in 
response to environmental demands. These adaptations can occur immediately, 
or they can be extended over the longer term. Short-term changes during 
acculturation are sometimes negative and often disruptive in character. 
However, for most acculturating individuals, after a period, some long-term 
positive adaptation to the new cultural context usually takes place (pp.14-15). 
Gadi seems to represent the cultural experiences of most women in this study. 
Referring to the cultural differences between her country of origin and Australia, she 
explained emphatically, “Back home, we don’t talk when our parents talk but here they 
do. But we brought them [our children] here; we have confused them.” This is a 
significant shift of culture when it comes to raising children because in Africa, people 
value extended family. Families stay together, and children visit their parents even 
after moving out of the home. Australians seem to place less emphasis on these social 
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obligations. However, white Australian culture seems to have more value and 
legitimacy to Australians than  African cultures. As a result, most black African 
women in this study failed to negotiate their cultural capital during job interviews and 
in the workplace. It is evident that some participants expected they would not be 
offered a job even before arriving at the interview. For example, Peri was thus affected 
by comments about her accent made by employers during a telephone conversation 
prior to interviewing. Moreover, because shyness and unwillingness to speak up is part 
of some African cultures, Pokye and other women failed to report serious incidents of 
direct and indirect racism and discrimination experienced in the workplace. 
6.4 Formal and Informal Networking  
 
Networking is a form of social capital that most women in this study bring with 
them to social and employment fields in Australia. For example, after experiencing 
isolation and unemployment in Goulburn, Maju and her family moved to Sydney, 
where her search for employment continued without success until the day she utilized 
her networking skills. An analysis of Maju’s job search and networking experience 
suggests that a social network has important benefits for both employer and job seeker. 
“Employers prefer social networking to save advertisement costs and also feel they are 
hiring a known quantity” (McGovern, 2007, p. 227), and for employees, social 
networking can significantly reduce the duration of a job search and preserve the 
network for successive cohorts (Huffman & Torres, 2001; McGovern, 2007).  
However, from a gender perspective, according to Huffman and Torres’ (2001) 
explanation, social networking exhibits gendered behaviour. Social networking as a 
dominant instrument in accessing employment produces different employment 
outcomes for both males and females in the labour market (as cited in Getachew, 2012, 
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p. 8). Tbaraa (1992) adds that women have a lower social networking capacity than 
men as women have less power and influence, which has the potential to cause 
occupational gender segregation in the labour market. For example, Pokye stated, “I 
was lucky because I just met one man, and that’s when I got a job.” Maju also met a 
man when she was walking with her daughter. In both networking incidents, the men 
spoke to Pokye and Maju first. This demonstrates how these women lacked social 
networking opportunities, stating that they were simply lucky to have met men who 
initiated conversations that lead them into the employment field. Considering the 
power imbalance in the labour market, Tbaraa’s idea that “women have less social 
connection compared to men” (as cited in Getachew, 2012, p. 8) is easy to accept. 
Most of the women in the study had relatives and friends who helped them with 
childcare and domestic duties in Africa. For example, Gadi stated that prior to 
migrating to Australia, she was surrounded by supportive family and friends, adding 
that in hindsight, she should not have migrated 12 years ago. She explained, “I have to 
work two to three jobs to survive here, two in Bathurst, one in Orange. Back home, I 
had my social life and time to connect with others.” Some other women including 
Gadi, Rero and Nziku have also mentioned the desire to return to their country of 
origin. Those who choose to stay due to other factors such as better education, medical 
systems and infrastructure still compare the two worlds, reminiscing how back in 
Africa they had family and friends who were reliable and life was less stressful. 
One could also argue that due to their families being abroad, the social isolation 
and the childcare responsibilities experienced by Maju and other women in this study, 
these women may have less time for social networking. Consequently, they network 
with other black African women in similar situations, resulting in further exclusion 
from mainstream Australians, reduced self-confidence and increased down-skilling. 
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Some black African women in this study find it difficult to pursue their desired careers 
because of complex or inequitable Australian employment systems, in addition to their 
positioning and experiences as women and mothers within the family home (Meares, 
2007). Although some factors causing down-skilling of migrants are common to both 
men and women, other factors influence women more than men. For example, the 
ability to attend professional language courses may be limited for women with 
childcare responsibilities. The loss of social networks, both personal and professional, 
after migration is worse for those women who have less opportunity to leave the home 
and access new networks.  Women who need to re-skill or to obtain accreditation may 
also be given less priority by families when there is gender hierarchy within 
households. Eventually, lengthy periods out of the labour market and 
underemployment harm migrant women’s self-esteem and increase down-skilling. In 
this case, gender roles or unequal gender role divisions make it harder for some black 
women to form social networks and negotiate their social capital with the mainstream 
Australians, making career progression difficult. 
6.5 Down-Skilling  
 
Dumont and Liebig’s (2005) study on migrant women in OECD countries 
clearly demonstrates that women are more likely to be overqualified for their jobs than 
men. Down-skilling is particularly apparent in the highly feminized sector of nursing. 
A study of international nursing recruits in the UK, mainly from Europe, Australia, 
Africa and the Philippines, revealed many nurses felt that their skills were not 
appreciated or respected and that they confronted racism and xenophobia (Allan & 
Aggergaard Larsen, 2003). 
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According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2011), inequality within 
labour markets generally occurs for one of two reasons: differences in human capital 
(including schooling, experiences, qualifications and language competence) and 
discrimination in the form of differential treatment. African migrant women 
experience inequality in the labour market due to discrimination based on ‘race’ and/or 
country of origin, and a combined lack of Australian educational experience and 
English language competence. Most qualified women lack agency or capacity to 
negotiate and overcome the educational gaps and inequalities; as a result, some lose 
hope and seek work as nursing assistants, cleaners or teachers’ aids. 
African migrant women have different social, economic, cultural and linguistic 
capital and less power to compete and break into Australian employment systems and 
job markets. Bourdieu states that having different capital can oppress and marginalize 
migrants. Capital exists to reinforce and reproduce the dominance of the ruling class 
(Dika & Singh, 2002). Bourdieu argues that capital is comprised of social, economic 
and cultural capital (Webb, Shirato, & Danaher, 2002). One could argue that most 
migrants lack power and that the positioning of African migrant men and women in 
their adopted countries’ labour markets has been socially and culturally constructed 
(Robinson & Jones Diaz, 1999) by immigration policies and employment agency 
practices. However, qualified African migrant women seem to be more disadvantaged 
than African men, as discussed above, due to the complex or unequal employment 
systems and their roles and experiences as women and mothers (Meares, 2007). 
Down-skilling is the main theme in this study. Although there are different 
factors and causes of down-skilling, most women in this study have experienced a 
significant or lesser degree of down-skilling. For example, Peri could not find work in 
the area of her qualifications but she had to support herself, and when asked whether 
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it was easy or hard to find work in Australia, she replied, “I was working as an 
unskilled person in the area that was easy to get a job. I wasn’t happy to be there; others 
were not educated. They asked me to help them complete leave application forms, I 
felt demoralized.” Similarly to many other African migrant women in this study, Peri 
has experienced significant down-skilling. Unable to gain employment as an 
agricultural scientist, she worked as a nursing assistant but felt “demoralized,” which 
negatively impacted her confidence. Peri experienced a high level of job satisfaction 
in Tanzania, but employment in her adopted country has been a painful experience. As 
demonstrated in Chapter Five, Peri’s experience in the banking industry shows that 
vertical progress is almost impossible. This is an example of a significant loss of 
human capital and under-utilization of human resources. 
All black migrant women in this study experienced down-skilling except Diti, 
the only woman who succeeded in negotiating her cultural, social and linguistic capital 
and breaking through the employment systems. Diti was a teacher in Kenya and even 
though she has a disability she has agency; she works as a policy maker in a federal 
government department. According to Bourdieu (2010), this movement may have 
improved Diti’s asset and class structure. 
Of all the black migrant women in this study, Pokye is the only participant who 
chose to down-skill in order to fulfil family responsibilities. Upon arrival in Australia, 
she found employment in a childcare centre. However, inflexible work hours meant 
she could not take her children to and from school; she felt her job was interfering with 
her family. Pokye explained that her main reason for migrating to Australia was for 
family reunion and a desire to support her family. The decision to resign and seek a 
job allowing her to prioritize her family was not easy. Before resigning, Pokye 
completed a Certificate III in Aged Care; networking led to two jobs as a personal 
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carer and nursing assistant. Despite the obvious down-skilling, Pokye claimed that she 
felt “lucky” and satisfied with the job as she was able to provide care and informal 
counselling to some of her patients at the nursing home.  
The down-skilling of migrant women has had significant negative impacts on 
the women in this study. It reduced their self-esteem and self-worth, which can have 
other major negative consequences. For example, Peri began to question her looks and 
other personal qualities, musing, “Maybe because of my looks, I had to go to a self-
development course, (which) boosted my self-esteem after working in the nursing 
home because it was a low paid, low skilled job; people with no high school 
qualifications could do it.” African migrant women need to be recognized and 
understood by the dominant Australian society in order to assist and encourage their 
participation in the Australian economy. 
Bourdieu (2010, p. 483) argues that “a group’s presence or absence in the 
official classification depends on its capacity to get itself recognized, to get itself 
noticed and admitted, and so to win a place in the social order.” Due to other factors 
including family breakdown and domestic violence, most children, who are the 
nation’s future generation, are directly or indirectly affected by the down-skilling 
experienced by their parents, and in this case their mothers. One could argue that the 
long-term effects of African women’s down-skilling could result in a future group 
struggle.  This struggle and resentment may not only come from the women involved 
but also the children of these disadvantaged women; the consequences to positive 
social cohesion could be damaging and costly indeed. As discussed in a number of 
previous sections, migrant women bring unique sets of social, economic, cultural and 
linguistic capital into social, economic and other fields in Australia. However, when 
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their capital encounters Australian fields, it creates a struggle that calls for a generating 
strategy (habitus). 
Prior to migrating to Australia, most of the women interviewed experienced 
significant success and fulfilment in their countries of origin, and most worked in the 
areas of their qualifications. They had more economic capital compared to 
subordinates with lower or no university qualifications as most had a good salary, 
company car and personal driver. For example, Peri was a credit analyst for a major 
bank, Bella worked as a civil engineer for a government department in Tanzania, and 
Diti was a high school and college teacher in Kenya. However, in Australia, most of 
the women in this study are disappointed to find themselves in lesser paying jobs or 
working in areas outside their academic qualifications and experiences. According to 
Bourdieu (2010), their asset structure remains unchanged or worse and their position 
is not maintained in a vertical dimension. Most participants are currently in low-paying 
jobs, simply surviving in an unsatisfactory economic position and their ambitions for 
a better life abroad remain unfulfilled. 
Introducing employment barriers that force migrant women to acquire more 
and more qualifications is a form of symbolic violence. Magi comments that “they 
keep asking migrants to go for re-training. Re-training is a form of racism: you are not 
one of us. By the time you start working, you are at the age of retirement,” thus 
highlighting the ambiguity of racializing practices. The refusal of the Australian 
Academic Qualification Authority to acknowledge black migrant women’s 
qualifications, and the requirement to undergo more training, can be viewed as 
economic exploitation, racialization and symbolic violence.  Time spent acquiring 
more and more qualifications is a theme that is evident to most women interviewed in 
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this study, and it is accompanied by considerable financial and psychological sacrifices 
made by the individuals and their families. 
It seems that the Australian Educational Qualification Authority practices what 
Bourdieu describes as symbolic violence. Bourdieu defines symbolic violence as 
“violence that is exercised upon a social agent with his or her complicity” (Bourdieu 
& Wacquant, 1996, pp. 167-168). The qualification authority (field) may choose to 
validate or not validate migrant women’s qualifications and hence push them to 
acquire more qualifications or re-convert to fields such as nursing. This is a form of 
symbolic violence because it removes the power to determine one’s own life, despite 
gaining more qualifications or economic capital. For most of these women the push to 
acquire more qualification is costly and time consuming. Some women in this study 
arrived in Australia in the late 1990s via student visas. They studied one course after 
another or are still studying, hoping to improve their current position or secure better 
paid jobs.  
Symbolic violence as a concept is underutilized in the academic research, 
especially concerning black African migrant’s experiences. Migrant women must 
contend with government and employment systems. Bourdieu (2010, p. 127) argues 
that “academic qualifications and the school system that awards them thus become one 
of the key stakes in the interclass competition.” Most African migrant women in this 
study find themselves better educated than their colleagues in lesser occupations and 
fields (nursing homes, banking and other services) but they must work in menial jobs 
to support their families and cover their daily expenses, which increases their 
frustration and lowers their self-esteem.  
191 | P a g e  
 
The act of migration, which involves the changing of social spaces, has caused most 
of the women in this study to experience disempowerment involving less privilege, 
having less power or in some situations, becoming powerless.  “Power is central in any 
conceptualization of empowerment and is at the very root of the term itself” 
(Sardenberg, 2008, p. 19). According to Kabeer (1999, p. 436), “empowerment is 
defined as the ability to make strategic life choices, and disempowerment is to deny 
those strategic life choices.” 
As mentioned previously, most of the women in this study faced difficulties 
negotiating their social, economic and cultural capital in a different country across 
different educational, social and employment fields. According to Foucault (1977), 
knowledge is linked to power as “there is no power relation without the correlative 
constitution of the field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose 
and constitute at the same time power relations” (p. 27).  Power has been perceived as 
operating in a direct and brutally repressive fashion, dispensing with the politeness of 
culture and knowledge.  Knowledge that is linked to power “not only assumes the 
authority of the truth, but has the power to make itself true” (Hall, 2001, p. 76). Most 
black African women in this study have insufficient knowledge concerning how to 
negotiate and compete with mainstream Australians in order to obtain their desired 
jobs. Ultimately, they consciously or unconsciously choose to down-skill.  
6.6 Re-conversion  
 
A re-conversion strategy was applied by almost all of the African migrant 
women in this study. The majority of them have re-converted to professions such as 
nursing and other lesser occupations. For example, Maju re-converted from pre-school 
teacher to support worker, while Bella re-converted from engineer to nurse, and Peri 
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re-converted from agricultural scientist, to banker and now nurse. Migrant women in 
this study attempt to improve their assets within the class structure of Australian 
society and its job markets. Therefore, when unable to find work in the areas of their 
qualifications or interests, they re-convert to other jobs. 
According to Bourdieu, these movements of reproduction could be upward, 
downward, vertical or transverse. He argues, 
…transverse movements entail a shift into another field and the re-conversion 
of one type of capital into another or of one sub-type into another sub-type 
(for example, from landowning to industrial capital or from literature to 
economics) and therefore a transformation of asset structure, which protects 
overall capital volume and maintains position in the vertical dimension (2010, 
p. 126). 
 
Although most women in this study have experienced employment barriers and 
exclusion in Australian job markets, they continue their struggle to break through the 
job markets. Using strategy, habitus and agency, and with great difficulty and 
determination, they managed to re-convert to other fields. However, according to 
Bourdieu’s (2010) explanation of transverse movement, the black African women in 
this study did not experience vertical movement by moving within the same sector. 
For example, rather than moving from agricultural economist to a senior or lower role, 
which would have allowed an upward or downward movement, Peri experienced a 
transverse movement by moving from one field to another (from agricultural 
economist to nurse). But according to Bourdieu, transverse movement should have 
allowed Peri and others in this study who have re-converted to experience a 
transformation of asset structure, which protects overall capital volume and maintains 
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position in the vertical dimension. Peri and most of the women in this study do not 
appear to have experienced significant transformation; their asset structure remains 
unchanged or worsened, and their position is not maintained in a vertical dimension. 
Habitus is one of the main concepts used to understand and describe the 
African migrant women’s stories, as they move from their country of origin, to 
settlement in Australia and to their search for employment. According to Bourdieu it 
is through the workings of habitus that practice (agency) is linked with capital and 
field (structure). Bourdieu (1990b, p. 116) argues that habitus becomes active in 
relation to a field, and the same habitus can lead to very different practices and stances 
depending on the state of the field (Reay, 2004, p. 432). 
In order to cope with unforeseen employment barriers, migrant women must 
change their behaviour and strategically relate to the Australian job markets (fields). 
Most migrant women in this study are positioned unequally in employment and social 
fields. The fields are structured contexts that shape and produce these processes and 
practices; they are “a series of institutions, rules, rituals, conventions, categories, 
designations, appointments and titles, which constitute an objective hierarchy, and 
which produce and authorise certain discourses and activities, and that which counts 
as valuable capital is determined” (Webb et al., 2002, pp. 21-22). Bourdieu describes 
interactions with the field as a matter of learning the “rules of the game” (2010), but 
according to his own account, there is space for improvisation. Habitus is “creative, 
inventive, but within the limits of structures” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 19), 
and in this case, it is within the limits of Australian social structures and employment 
fields. Despite the efforts and struggles of most black African migrant women to secure 
their desired jobs, they still faced barriers within the education, community and 
employment fields. They required more than academic qualifications and an 
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Australian (or other acceptable) accent. These women needed to exercise agency, 
which will be discussed briefly in the next paragraphs. After failing to negotiate their 
social, economic, cultural and linguistic capital in the Australian employment fields, 
most women in this study took up a habitus that operates in the form of agency. 
Kabeer (1999) described agency as the ability to define one’s goals through 
strategic life choices and act upon them through meaningful bargaining and 
negotiating in important life matters. Agency is more than observable action; it 
includes a sense of internal power and can manifest itself in positive and negative 
senses of power. For example, Peri asks migrant women “to believe in themselves,” 
go beyond cultural differences and always believe and hope that they can secure a job. 
She stated, “If you don’t have self-appreciation, you lose hope and get discouraged.” 
She recommended that African migrant women should integrate and understand 
mainstream Australians. She stated, “They are asking for experience because to be 
suitable for some jobs, you need to know their [the employers’] values and ethics.” 
Peri quoted Nelson Mandela, who said, “If you want to fight them, you must first 
understand them.” Peri also recommended that “we need research for employment 
opportunities that are employable [can employ black people].” She recommended that 
African migrant women should speak to other successful migrants, identify training 
gaps and upgrade their skills, including computer skills, which can be a very costly 
exercise that Peri and many migrants have already undertaken. 
Some of Peri’s recommendations to African migrant women seem to suggest 
that these women should generate a different way of being (habitus), a “strategy-
generating principle enabling agents to cope with unforeseen and ever-changing 
situations” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 72). It is not a uniformly imposed and fixed way of 
being, but a generative structure formed in dynamic relations with specific social fields 
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(McNay, 1999). Bourdieu’s approach comes from the point of view of actors engaged 
in struggles in pursuit of their interests.  
6.7 Conclusion 
Black African migrants in this study have experienced direct exclusion, 
discrimination and marginalization based on ethnicity, ‘race’ and gender biases. This 
study found that the majority of black African migrants in the sample have experienced 
direct racism. It has also revealed that most of them have experienced significant 
down-skilling and/or have re-converted to lesser occupations. Almost all participants 
have experienced marginalization and/or indirect racism. Finally, all of them are 
unsatisfied with their current workplace practices. 
These research findings confirm that black African migrant women possess 
high-skilled human capital, including tertiary qualifications and English language 
skills. In addition, this study shows that migration can have both positive and negative 
consequences for individuals, including improved educational and infrastructure 
standards, but also including de-classing and downward professional mobility. 
In this chapter, the research findings from Chapter Five have been discussed 
and analyzed using a thematic analysis and Bourdieu’s theory of social practice. The 
black African women’s voices and experiences are an indication of what many other 
migrant men and women currently face in the Australian education and labour markets.  
In the following chapter, I will present a conclusion which summarises the findings 
and provides some recommendations for theory, practice and future research.  
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7: Conclusion 
Introduction 
 
The academic research literature identifies and examines the factors that lead 
skilled migrants to Western countries and identifies some factors which contribute to 
down-skilling. The outcomes of this study agree with some of the past findings of other 
studies. However, in this study, the findings reveal that the black African migrant 
women’s stories of migration, settlement and down-skilling are unique and 
transformative. Despite their struggles and difficulties to re-negotiate their social, 
economic, cultural and linguistic capital into the Australian context, they did not lose 
hope. They applied what Bourdieu calls ‘a strategy’ and re-converted to other 
occupations. Re-conversion is one of Bourdieu’s concepts that particularly interests 
me.  
This study focused on understanding the experiences of black African migrant 
women in Australian labour markets. As discussed in Chapter One, this research 
attempted to answer the following main research question through in-depth interviews 
with the participants. The primary question: In what ways do African migrant women 
experience down-skilling in the Australian labour market? allowed an examination of 
how qualified black African women are subjected to down-skilling in Australian 
labour markets after migration. The first secondary question: What are the migration 
and settlement experiences of professional African women in Australia? …was 
designed to elicit more information from the women about the impact of events and 
processes related to migrating and setting in Australia. The second secondary question: 
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How do gendered and racialized processes emerge in their experiences? captured and 
examined how actions associated with gender and racialization have become apparent 
during their migration and settlement experiences. The final secondary question: For 
those who failed to gain entry into the positions for which they are qualified, how did 
they re-convert the social, cultural, linguistic and economic capital they possess in the 
Australian context? generated a number of themes including re-conversion, a strategy 
that black African migrants used after failing to secure employment in the areas of 
their qualifications.  
This conclusion contains a summary of each chapter and highlights the main 
propositions in light of the evidence. This chapter briefly discusses the limitations of 
the study. Moreover, implications for theory, practice and policy, in addition to some 
recommendations for consideration will also be provided. Finally, I will discuss my 
position on becoming a researcher and offer some concluding remarks. 
7.1 Summary of Chapters  
 
In Chapter One, I introduced the main focus of this study and highlighted the 
significance of my research study. Chapter One also provided the thesis statement and 
introduced both the framework and research questions. The opening chapter also 
contains researcher reflexivity as well as the thesis overview and findings. 
In Chapter Two, I presented Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical framework as a tool 
for understanding and analysing data in this study. Bourdieu’s theory of social practice 
(1977, 1990) with its concepts of field, social, economic, cultural and linguistic 
capitals, symbolic violence, habitus and re-conversion were introduced, explained and 
applied to the research findings. 
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A review of the academic literature on migration and down-skilling is 
presented in Chapter Three. The literature on migration and down-skilling around the 
world and across different disciplines was explored and used to understand the 
experiences of different migrant groups and identify any literature gaps. 
In Chapter Four, the methodology used in the process of collecting and 
analyzing data was presented and explained. Qualitative research using narrative case 
study was used as a way of collecting, analyzing and understanding the experiences of 
the black African migrant women prior to migration and during settlement. 
Chapter Five is a presentation of the findings of the research study. In this 
chapter, the short case study narratives of the 15 black African women migrant 
participants were presented and connected to the major findings. 
In Chapter Six I presented a summary of the research findings and a discussion. 
The previous findings of Chapters Three and Five are discussed in this chapter. The 
major themes and propositions are also identified and discussed. 
7.2 Key Propositions in the Study.  
 
The following propositions are based on the findings and data analysis from 
Chapters Five and Six. The key propositions that emerged in the findings can be 
organised into six categories. These are i) Down-skilling, ii) Government Policy and 
Migrants, iii) Formal and Informal Networking, iv) Racialization and Inequality, v) 
Gender Inequality, and vi) Re-conversion. The discussion below examines each of 
these propositions. 
7.2.1 Down-skilling of black African migrant women participants.   
 One of the major themes arising from this study is down-skilling, and most of 
the women in this study have experienced it to some degree. As discussed in Chapter 
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Five, there are different causes of down-skilling. According to the ABS (1992), 
inequality within labour markets generally occurs for one of two reasons: differences 
in human capital, including schooling, experiences, qualifications and language 
competence, and discrimination or differential treatment (cited in Hawthorne, 1997, p. 
398). African migrant women experience inequality in the labour market due to their 
lack of Australian educational experience, lack of English language competence and 
discrimination based on ‘race’ and/or country of origin. Most of the qualified women 
who participated in the study lack the agency or capacity to negotiate and overcome 
the educational gaps and inequalities; hence, ‘giving up’ and choosing to work as 
nursing assistants, cleaners or teachers’ aides is a common occurrence among the 
women. 
The literature and immigration data show that immigration to Australia is a 
highly planned and controlled process (Hugo, 2009). One could argue that current 
trends and migration policies in Australia are predominantly driven by whichever 
skills and forms of labour are in demand (temporary visas). In addition to the economic 
category, substantial numbers of degree-qualified migrants have reached Australia via 
family reunion and humanitarian categories. Although Australia admits immigrants 
with a focus on skills in demand, with the goal of meeting high skills needs, many 
skilled migrants cannot break through employment barriers in the areas or fields that 
correspond to their qualifications. 
Black African migrants in this study faced great difficulties during settlement 
and in the process of breaking into Australian labour markets. The experiences of 
down-skilling and discrimination affected the participants in various ways, ranging 
from slow career progression to negative impacts on their self-esteem and 
psychological well-being. 
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7.2.2 Government policy and migrants’ settlement and employment outcomes.   
The first proposition identified in this category is the influence of the role of 
Australian government policy on migrants’ settlement and employment outcomes. The 
Australian migration policy on migrant mobility requires some newly arrived migrants 
to settle in remote areas which are experiencing skilled labour shortages for at least 
four years, before they can move to major cities including Sydney and Melbourne. 
This makes settlement experiences more problematic, because in remote or country 
areas employment and other services are difficult to access due to marginalization 
based on ethnicity, accent and not being part of the immediate local community. 
Since most black African women with qualifications from African institutions 
are not recognized by the Australian government, this is a loss of skilled human capital; 
it is a missed opportunity to utilize human resources that could help to develop the 
Australian economy. Furthermore, some participants expressed their concerns about 
the current English test imposed on nursing graduates. They found this test to be 
unnecessary and unrelated to nursing. As discussed in Chapter Five, one would be 
inclined to agree with Nziku, who advised the government to abolish the English test 
for nursing graduates because it is costly and unfair and seems to target migrant 
women.  
7.2.3 Formal and informal networking and access to employment.   
The first major proposition identified within this category is that most women 
in this study were able to benefit from using various forms of social capital, particularly 
formal and informal levels of networking with other women from their communities. 
As a form of social capital, networking was used effectively by the women to access 
employment. However, as discussed in Chapter Six, social networking as a dominant 
instrument in accessing employment produces different employment outcomes in the 
labour market, depending on whether the person is male or female. One could also 
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argue that due to their families being abroad, social isolation and childcare 
responsibilities experienced by Maju and other women in this study, may have resulted 
in less time for social networking. Consequently, they network with other black 
African women in similar situations, resulting in further exclusion from mainstream 
Australians, as well as reduced self-confidence and increased down-skilling. 
7.2.4   Racialization, inequality and black African migrant women.   
Almost all of the black African women in this study have experienced 
exclusion, discrimination and isolation in addition to direct and indirect racism. 
Marginalization and differential treatment experienced by these migrant women is 
evident across different fields in a variety of forms, including discriminative 
comments made by some members of the public, failing to obtain jobs in the areas of 
their qualification and unfair treatment in workplaces. The first proposition relating 
to this category is that the racialized experiences of black African women cannot be 
understood without analyzing and understanding the implications of whiteness. 
Australian society operates in such a way as to put whiteness at the centre of 
everything, including individual consciousness, to the extent that the centrality of 
whiteness is seldom questioned. Thus, whiteness emerges as the norm against which 
all differences are measured. In order to cope with whiteness, migrant women need 
to understand how whiteness operates and constructs coloured people. 
The second proposition in this category relates to linguicism, whereby accent 
presents as one of the main barriers to gaining entry to employment in Australia’s 
employment fields.  Most participants in this study have negotiated their English with 
an ‘African or different accent’; most have failed and been forced to look for jobs such 
as assistant nursing, cleaning and others with less strict ‘Australian Standard English 
or accent’ requirements. The Australian accent has a strong connection with whiteness, 
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as discussed previously. Peri and other migrant women in this study have felt forced 
to devalue their languages and modify their accents to access and integrate within 
Australian society and its employment fields. Most of the African migrant women in 
this study have experienced both direct and indirect racism, marginalization and 
differential treatment based on race, ethnicity, linguicism and/or gender. The women 
resisted discrimination by using diverse strategies such as ignoring, enduring, 
responding with love and speaking out. It is important to recognize that racial prejudice 
still exists in Australian communities and employment markets, despite government 
initiatives based on EEO, anti-discrimination laws and multiculturalism.  
7.2.5 Gender inequality pre- and post-migration.   
Some women in this study experienced gender inequality that favoured men 
over women in their countries of origin, whilst in their destination country, qualified 
African migrant women face discrimination based on ‘race’, ethnicity and lack of 
Australian educational and/or local work experience. Gender inequality is another 
proposition located in this category. As discussed in Chapter Five, Maju’s comments 
about her domestic duties show that she is strongly committed to deconstructing some 
stereotyped gender role beliefs about African family gender role divisions. Some 
participants in this study have started to desire the gender practices of the country of 
destination. Black African migrant women have different social and cultural capital, 
and less power to help themselves compete and break through Australian employment 
systems and job markets. Bourdieu states that it is having a different capital in family 
life that can oppress and marginalize groups of people. That capital exists to reinforce 
and reproduce the dominance of the ruling class (Dika & Singh, 2002). As stated by 
Robinson and Jones Diaz (1999), “power is socially and culturally constructed.” Some 
women struggle to build their ideal careers not only because of the complex or unequal 
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Australian employment systems, but also because of their positioning and experiences 
as women and mothers within the family home (Meares, 2007).   
7.2.6 Re-conversion due to employment barriers and exclusion.   
The majority of the participants were unable to gain employment in the area of 
their qualifications and were left with no choice but to apply a strategy and re-convert 
to other occupations, which commonly involved re-converting to the nursing field. 
Bourdieu’s (2010) framework of social practice and re-conversion draws on issues of 
social justice and enables important theoretical reasoning, while investigating the 
women’s post-arrival stories and current reflections on how they exchanged and re-
converted various forms of social, cultural, linguistic and economic capital to assist in 
the process of securing employment in Australia. As narrated in Chapter Five, these 
women did not stop their struggle to break into job markets; rather they adopted a 
different ‘habitus’ and with great difficulty and determination, applied agency and re-
converted to other fields. 
7.3 Limitations of the Study 
 
The data for this research was supplied by a small sample of black female 
migrants who originally came from a small group of English-speaking African 
countries, who were currently residing in the Australian states of Victoria, NSW and 
the Australian Capital Territory. Therefore, the findings of the study cannot be 
generalized to represent entire immigrant women populations. In future research, data 
across all Australian states and migrants from non-English-speaking African countries 
would provide more detail on the subject. However, the in-depth interviews generated 
narratives of personal accounts from the women that gave credible information to 
assist in understanding the reality of migrants’ experiences. As James (2010) asserts, 
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“the truths revealed from real positions in the world, through lived experience in their 
social relationships are valid in their own right and thus are respected in their integrity” 
(James 2010, p. 26). The participants’ stories may not represent the lived experiences 
of all migrants in Australia, but they do build a case for qualified black African migrant 
women’s labour market experiences, and this highlights specific dynamics in 
Australian employment fields. Moreover, it should be noted that the issues examined 
do not solely apply to black African women. Other migrant women from different parts 
of the globe, such as Asia, are likely to face similar issues. 
 
7.4 Implications for the Theory 
 
The use of Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical framework in this study has 
contributed to the knowledge base of how to conduct research using multi-linked 
analysis. Bourdieu’s (1977, 1990) theory of social practice was used as a theoretical 
framework to examine the research questions and analyze the data. As discussed in 
Chapter Two, Bourdieu allows a multi-level analysis of the findings. For Bourdieu 
(1996), “the goal of sociological research is to uncover the most deeply buried 
structures of the different social worlds that make up the social universe, as well as the 
‘mechanisms’ that tend to ensure their reproduction or transformation” (p. 1). The 
concept of capital allows an explanation of the different social, cultural and linguistic 
capital that women in the sample possess, particularly in relation to its conversion 
value in their newly adopted Australian context. These concepts are extended to 
develop an understanding of Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and its usefulness in 
capturing African migrant women’s history, change and continuity. The concept of 
habitus allows an analysis of how individuals in the study become themselves and the 
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ways in which those individuals engage in the Australian labour market and its 
practices. I believe this study has provided different strategies for applying Bourdieu’s 
concepts with studies similar to this project. Future researchers can utilize and develop 
these strategies to suit their own studies. 
Furthermore, the concept of re-conversion involves a strategy that migrant 
women use consciously or unconsciously to maintain or increase their assets, and 
consequently to maintain or improve their position in the class structure. Bourdieu’s 
concept of re-conversion allows an analysis of how the women deploy the social, 
cultural, linguistic and economic capital that they possess and how they re-convert this 
capital within the Australian context. Re-conversion is one of the most useful of 
Bourdieu’s concepts that I believe is underutilized in educational research, and this 
makes my research study unique and different from other studies that focus on capital, 
field and habitus. 
7.5 Implications for Policy 
 
There is a need for the Australian government to examine skilled migration 
policy and its impact on the economy and human resources to ensure that individuals 
admitted to Australia via skilled migration visa categories do actually obtain work in 
the area of their qualifications, in order to retain these highly-qualified migrants in the 
intended skill-shortage fields. 
According to one participant is this study; It seems that the government is 
telling the migrant women and other migrants: ‘Just come with your qualifications and 
skills but we have got nothing to do with your skills.’ The Australian government 
needs to examine policies around newly arrived migrants and find ways and strategies 
to get them into the skilled employment field. This would benefit both the individual 
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and the Australian economy. It is also fair to note that the Australian government seems 
to provide many useful services to humanitarian migrants. However, more work is 
needed to support unemployed non-humanitarian migrants, including providing free 
English language courses, providing ‘Australian work experience’ and linking with 
job networks. 
 
Again, it appears that Australian migration policy on migrant mobility makes 
settlement for migrant women difficult. For example, some migrants have visa 
conditions stipulating that they must remain in remote or country areas with skill 
shortages for a number of years, which makes it harder for migrants to access 
employment and other services. Similarly to Aboriginal Australians who might not 
experience a sense of belonging in some country areas, Maju found that in the country, 
ethnicity, accent and not being part of the community made it difficult for her to access 
employment. 
Moreover, the failure of the black African women and their community to 
report discriminatory acts does not necessarily indicate an absence of racial prejudice 
and discrimination in the Australian community, educational institutions and 
employment fields. 
7.6 Implications for Practice 
 
The findings in this research study call for action from the Australian 
government, the wider Australian community and the individual migrants themselves. 
The government needs to review its ‘highly planned and controlled’ immigration 
policies and processes and balance them with the needs of individual migrants and 
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their families. The Australian community, including educational institutions, 
employment agencies and mainstream Australians, need to take action towards 
understanding and accommodating the needs of individual migrants. Educational 
institutions and the community at large should be proactive, and raise awareness and 
understanding in children and adults about the ideology of whiteness, in order to 
reduce the negative impact it has on people’s perceptions and attitudes. There is need 
to educate employers, recruiters and society in general about the implications of 
cognitive bias in human decision-making which leads to wrong inferences and 
conclusions about groups or categories of people, and how this fuels discrimination 
and impedes Equal Employment Opportunity (Krieger, 1995). The black African 
migrants need to make greater efforts to network with mainstream Australians. African 
migrant women need to be recognized and understood by the dominant society in order 
to assist and encourage their participation in Australian job markets and the economy. 
Even though the women in this study endured hardship, bearing the painful 
effects of discrimination and simply coping at an individual level did not lead to 
change and progress. As a way forward, strategies to promote multiculturalism could 
be broadened to include gender sensitive, ethnic-based initiatives. Moreover, 
government institutions, employers and community members should never assume 
that the absence of reported incidents means the absence of violence and prejudice.  Moreover, most migrant women in this study view Australia as an ‘ideal’ country to move to.  This assumption becomes problematic during the settlement process and the realization that this isn’t necessarily the case. Gadi, for example, was wishing to go back to Africa when things got tough. I recommend that the Australian community and other professionals involved in assisting migrants with settlement by encouraging them to utilise their agency and helping them to deal with disappointments.    
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7.7 Implications for Future Research 
 
The research findings present opportunities for future research that will inform 
researchers, policy makers and other migrants about the down-skilling of migrants and 
its impact on the individuals, the economy and human resources. This research 
involved an inquiry into the lived experiences of 15 skilled migrants from several 
English-speaking African countries. A study comparing the results from other African 
countries, including French-speaking nations, may show other trends that may or may 
not be country specific. 
The impact of this form of down-skilling has major consequences for the 
individuals and families involved, including depression, low self-esteem and other 
issues. More qualitative study is needed to capture the experiences of other migrant 
groups, for example, black African men, Asian and European migrants.  
Further research is necessary to discover how the nursing field can cope with 
and accommodate certain individuals who are working in the nursing field, not because 
they felt a ‘call’ to enter such a care-based profession but simply because they have 
been down-skilled and/or could not find work in the area of their qualifications. 
It is hoped that this research project will generate many sub-research projects, 
including the experiences of migrants from non-English-speaking African countries, 
African men and other migrant groups from regions such as Asia, Latin America and 
Eastern Europe. The stories of re-conversion strategies and resilience from the African 
women in this study may encourage, and constitute an inspiring resource for, others 
who follow in their footsteps as they attempt to break through the employment barriers, 
and may be useful in recommending policy responses.  
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7.8 Reflections on Becoming a Researcher 
 
This study has shaped and trained me as an emergent researcher. During the 
process of identifying and developing research problems, reviewing literature and 
collecting and analysing data, I have learnt a number of skills vital to becoming a 
researcher, including implementation of ethics and confidentiality procedures, 
literature review strategies, interacting with women in the community, methodology, 
utilizing theory in research, data collection and analysis, problem solving and self-
reflection. 
7.8.1 Ethics and confidentiality.   
Ethics and confidentiality can be complex issues when dealing with a small 
African minority group. I noted that even after keeping the participants anonymous, it 
may be possible for some members of the community to connect the stories to some 
of the participants. However, this would only be possible if the person accessing the 
research information is aware of who participated in the research study.  
7.8.2 Conflicting views from reading literature.   
The academic literature has conflicting views on migrants’ experiences. For 
example, some discussions on racism, gender and the relationship between migration 
and development are contradictory. However, the increasing amount of academic 
literature and research allows opportunities for new understandings and findings. 
7.8.3 Dealing with women in the community.   
Some black African women needed permission from partners to participate in 
this research study. At first, my preconceived feminist views led me to perceive these 
women as being or feeling subordinate to their male partners. However, later I learnt 
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that this shows respect for their family as the narrative accounts involve stories about 
the whole family’s migration experience.  
Moreover, some women were proficient in two different languages, including 
Swahili, Shona, Igbo and Kikuyu. Some of these women would have preferred to tell 
their story using their first language as well as English, but this was not possible as I 
can only speak Swahili. Therefore, some of the women from Tanzania and Kenya 
incorporated a few Swahili words in the interview process.  
Furthermore, my observation is that black African women may constitute a 
special category under a classification of minority groups. There is a considerable 
amount of research on minority groups but there are still some gaps in the experiences 
of black African women as they negotiate their capitals in the Australian context and 
this research study contributes to this knowledge gap. 
7.8.4 Research methodology.   
My choices about research methodology were limited to qualitative method 
only. Prior to reading academic literature on research methodology, I had a 
preconceived view that the qualitative method was the best research method for my 
study. However, the academic literature shows that there are a number of other ways 
to conduct research, including using the quantitative method and using more than one 
method (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). I have also learnt about flexibility in academic 
research; for example, researchers can “make major changes even after they proceed 
from design to research” (Yazan, 2015). In this study, my original design was to use 
narrative inquiry, but during the later stage of data analysis, I chose to use both 
narrative inquiry and case study methodology. 
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7.8.5 Conceptual framework.   
Bourdieu’s theory of social practice has equipped me with a number of 
conceptual tools. His concepts assisted me to understand how the black African 
migrant women encountered Australian employment fields and different social spaces. 
The fields are structured and limited with competing power relations. The majority of 
black African women in this study found it difficult to negotiate their social, economic, 
cultural and linguistic capitals in unequal employment fields. Eventually, they were 
forced to develop a habitus, a strategy generated in order to cope with unforeseen 
situations.  
However, as discussed in previous chapters, Bourdieu’s theory comes with a 
few criticisms and some limitations (Archer, 2003; Crossly, 1999; Farnell, 2000; 
Sayer, 2004 and many others). As Sayer (2004) points out, one of the most distinctive 
yet unremarked features of Bourdieu’s theoretical framework ‘is that the most widely 
studied form of division, domination and exclusion in social research’.  Yet, habitus 
can be used to focus on the ways in which the socially advantaged and disadvantaged 
play out attitudes of cultural superiority and inferiority ingrained in their habitus in 
daily interactions. 
The habitus wears a hat of agency, and after failing to obtain employment in 
the areas of their qualifications, they re-converted to other less prestigious occupations 
and fields such as nursing and assistant nursing, among others. As discussed in Chapter 
Two, Bourdieu’s framework allowed a multi-linked analysis, which provided me, as a 
new researcher, great learning opportunities and enhanced my understanding of theory 
and theory development. 
7.8.6 Location-identify with the women.   
My location in relation to the black African women in this study puts me in a 
subjective position. The experiences of most women in this study resonate with my 
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own migration, settlement and job search recounts. Their stories reveal insider 
perspectives that locate me at the heart of this study and, on some occasions, I was 
overwhelmed with deep emotions due to my own experiences of marginalization, 
differential treatment and the process of down-skilling. However, the narratives of the 
women in this study are those of courageous individuals who developed strategies, 
exercised agency and re-converted. The participants in this study are transformative 
individuals who have taught me courage and forged a path which future migrants can 
follow.  
7.9 Concluding Remarks 
 
In summary, the issues faced by skilled women in the Australian labour market 
are complex. Gender influences the migration process in many different ways. In the 
countries of origin, gender discrimination in access to education can mean that fewer 
women than men have the ability to acquire the skills that are necessary to migrate. 
Conversely, gender discriminatory employment practices in countries of origin can 
encourage some women to migrate. In their destination countries, qualified black 
African migrant women face discrimination based on ‘race’, ethnicity and lack of 
Australian education and/or local work experiences. Therefore, the issues of qualified 
migrant women are not only gendered but also racialized.  
The concentration of migrant women in lesser-skilled sectors of the labour 
market, and in traditionally masculinized sectors of the skilled labour market, has 
interacted to obscure the significant presence of skilled migrant women in the labour 
market. In general, women are being down-skilled to a significant extent, but their 
attitudes and experiences vary considerably, depending on their status in the country 
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of origin (Herrera, 2005) and the availability of networks or the ability to break through 
the employment systems. 
Bourdieu views the class structure of a social formation as an objective network 
of positions that are systematically related to one another in terms of distribution of 
cultural and economic capital across occupational locations. The African women in 
this study chose to exercise agency in a very polite and uncomfortable way; instead of 
fighting for their rights, down-skilling or remaining unemployed, they chose to re-
convert to less prestigious occupations such as nursing assistant.  
Habitus was used as a concept and method of understanding the migrant 
women’s experiences from their country of origin to their destination country: 
Australia. In this study, the migrant women’s data shows how habitus operates on both 
conscious and unconscious levels when interacting within the employment fields in 
Australia. The re-conversion strategy comes into play when black African migrant 
women’s habitus takes up a form of agency, which is an individual’s effort to maintain 
or increase her assets and consequently to maintain or improve her position in the class 
structure. In fact, it is this re-conversion that I specifically sought to highlight. 
However, as discussed in previous chapters, for example Chapter Two (see pp 45-46), 
Bourdieu’s theory of social practice has a few limitations that have been noted and 
addressed in this study. 
The women in this study are strong, courageous and resilient individuals who 
struggled to compete or negotiate their capital in the Australian employment fields. As 
a result, they used their agency to re-convert to other fields. They are not static but 
transformative subjects, full of aspiration and hope for the future.  
In conclusion, the black African women’s voices and experiences are only a 
small sample of what many other migrant men and women are facing in the Australian 
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community, educational institutions and labour markets. This research study has 
highlighted the difficulties that highly qualified African female migrants face when 
entering the labour market after arriving in Australia. This study has also revealed that 
the experiences of black African migrants are gendered and racialized. Down-skilling 
and employment barriers faced by black African migrants present a labour market 
failure that excludes highly qualified and skilled African women from the areas for 
which they are qualified. The examples of the black African migrants in this study 
show how unequal opportunities and social relations in the fields can force individual 
migrants to apply a strategy, a habitus, in order to cope with some unforeseen 
circumstances. The women in this study have applied agency and provided examples 
for others to follow. After failing to break through the employment barriers and secure 
employment in the areas of their qualifications, they re-converted to other fields. Re-
conversion is one of Bourdieu’s concepts that I have endeavoured to emphasize. I 
would like the reader to appreciate not only the great challenges, difficulties and 
struggles faced by the black African women in this study, but also their collective 
narrative of courage and agency -‘a habitus that puts up a hat of agency’- a story of 
resilience and great transformation. 
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